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      What might happen if you tried to bury the body of a small bird, only to find a body already buried in the hole you’ve dug? And what might happen if another body ended up in the same hole? 

Chris, Pamela, and Mikey Cross are at it again, just like the amateur sleuths they swear they never meant to be. They try to figure out why someone would be murdered during their vacation, on private property, during the middle of the night. Watch for Chris’ cranky brother to show up unexpectedly, searching for lost gold and running people off of his property.
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   Awkward Moments
 
    
 
   When you’re digging a hole to bury a body –
 
    
 
   And you find another body already buried there.
 
    
 
   Unknown
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter One
 
    
 
   “Mother? I think you’d better come see this.”
 
   I glanced up from a book I was reading because my eight-year-old son’s voice had a note of urgency to it and he’d called me Mother, not Mom. I didn’t hear the tones mothers worry about, like panic or fear, although I did hear something akin to surprise. “What is it, Mikey?”
 
   “I found something you need to see.” He was bending over a hole he’d dug in the dirt under an old oak tree.
 
   “Coming.” I set the book down and stood. 
 
   By the time I walked across the yard to the tree, Mikey had settled himself on his stomach next to the hole and his arm was dangling over the side. I could see dirt in his dark blond hair. How deep had he dug? He stood up with a leather bag in his hand.
 
   “What did you find?” I asked. Anything was possible when my son was involved.
 
   “Look what I found.” The expression on his face was serious. He was biting his lip, not something Mikey did often, and the small dimple on the right side of his face wasn’t in evidence.
 
   I stopped next to the hole and peered into its depths. Mikey started out digging a hole in which to bury a dead bird he’d found, but apparently he’d gotten carried away and dug fairly deep, about two feet, maybe a little more. I could see something off-white at the bottom of the hole and I bent over to get a better look.
 
   “Chris!” I yelled. “You’d better come out here.”
 
   My husband ran out of the farmhouse after hearing my voice, realizing something was wrong. “What’s going on, Pamela?”
 
   Our two yellow Labrador Retrievers followed Chris out the door, and Mikey immediately dropped the bag he was holding and picked up the box with the dead bird to put it out of their reach. He set the box on the barbeque table, pushing it as far to the center as possible – as if that would stop Sherlock and Watson. 
 
   Chris stood over Mikey’s new hole in the ground and studied the contents. He glanced first at me, and then at Mikey.
 
   “Is it what I think it is?” I asked.
 
   Chris nodded before glancing at Mikey and mumbling, “Talk about your awkward moments.”
 
   “Ace, I think you’d better go in the house for a few minutes.” Chris’s nickname for Mikey was Ace, and it had caught on. Other than me, most people called him Ace.
 
   “But, Dad, I found it. Can’t I stay?”
 
   I rolled my eyes, Chris sighed, Mikey bounced from foot to foot, and Sherlock whined. Watson sat down next to the hole and lowered her head.
 
   I walked around the hole and placed my hand on Mikey’s back. “Honey, these are bones, and I don’t think they belong to someone’s pet. They look like human bones to me. I think you should probably go inside.”
 
   “But Mooother, I’ve seen bones before. It’s not like I found a body or something.”
 
   “It is a body,” Chris said.
 
   “But I mean it’s not like it was just buried or something. It’s bones.”
 
   “Mikey, don’t argue with your father. Go inside and we’ll let you know when you can come back out.” I understood Mikey’s argument, but his attitude was too blasé about finding human remains. I wanted him to understand that a body is a body, whether it’s just been buried or it’s been in the ground for a long time.
 
   After picking up the bag he’d found, our son stomped off toward the house, calling to the dogs to accompany him.
 
   They ignored him. Sherlock seemed to be trying to figure out how to climb down into the hole, and Watson continued to sit with her head down.
 
   “Why did he dig so deep?” Chris asked.
 
   “I don’t know. Little boys just seem to like to dig. He got carried away, I guess. What are we going to do?”
 
   “We’ll have to call the police and make a report. I don’t believe this. We can’t even take a vacation without finding a body.”
 
   Chris and I own an upscale restaurant called Bogey Nights. When renovating an old house into the restaurant, we’d discovered a body buried in the basement and we’d also found the killer. Prior to that, Chris had helped solve a couple of murders, which is how we met, but that’s a long story I won’t go into. 
 
   There was enough publicity to make the Bogey Man a well-known figure about town. My husband bears a striking resemblance to Humphrey Bogart, and he occasionally walks the walk and talks the Bogey talk. Thanks to all the publicity, people have asked Chris to solve cases for them, although we prefer not to call them cases. 
 
   We’re just ordinary people who live a not-so-ordinary life, try as we might. Somehow our son occasionally finds himself in the middle of things, and that’s not acceptable to me.
 
   My first husband died of cancer at a young age and I’d been raising Mikey by myself when I met Chris. The two men in my life had formed an instant bond, and Chris started adoption proceedings about a year after we married. This led to a well-deserved vacation – we were supposed to be celebrating the adoption. Instead, we were staring into a hole at human remains.
 
   Sherlock tentatively dangled one of his front paws over the edge of the hole.
 
   “No,” Chris said.
 
   The dog pulled back his paw, but watched the hole with longing.
 
   “Pamela, why don’t you go inside and bring back the cell phone? You might as well let Ace come outside, too. Like he said, this isn’t the first time he’s seen a body.”
 
   “Well, really it is. I mean, we didn’t let him look at the bones we found at Bogey Nights.”
 
   “You think he didn’t sneak a peek? Think again, Pamela. You know your son better than that.”
 
   “Yes, I guess I do. Why do you always refer to him as my son when we’re talking about something like…? Oh, never mind.”
 
   I turned on my heel and headed for the house, stopping on the porch steps.
 
   Cupping my hands around my mouth, I called, “Mikey, come on outside and bring the cell phone with you.”
 
   He was out the front door in a flash, cell phone in hand, and ran to the hole. I turned to follow him.
 
   I heard Chris talking to him while I walked back to the hole.
 
   “Now, Ace, you have to understand that someone, a real person, was buried here. You have to remember that this was a man who lived and breathed and had a life, just like us. I don’t know how he ended up here, but he did.”
 
   Mikey listened while studying the depths of the hole. “How do you know it was a man?”
 
   “It’s just a guess, but probably a good one.”
 
   “And why would that be your guess?” Mikey can be persistent sometimes.
 
   “Because of the length of the bones we can see. They look too long to be a woman. Although we can’t see all of the bones, these look like the arm bones of a large man. And I think they’re thicker than the bones of a woman would be.”
 
   “Why don’t you uncover the rest of the body?”
 
   “We’ll leave that up to the police. That’s not our job. Now, let me ask you a question. Why did you dig so deep?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   I couldn’t help but smile. I was sure Mikey really didn’t know why he’d dug such a deep hole for a very small bird.
 
   Mikey handed Chris the cell phone, and my husband sat down at the barbeque table to make his call. When the dispatcher answered, he explained who he was and where we were. “My son was digging a hole to bury a dead bird and we found a body buried in the yard. Apparently it’s been here a long time because it’s bones. I don’t even see any shreds of clothing or anything.”
 
   He paused and listened.
 
   “No, it’s not someone’s pet. I guarantee you, it’s a human being.” He glanced at Mikey before continuing, softly. “I can see part of the skull.”
 
   He nodded, as though the person on the other end of the conversation could see him. “Okay, we’ll be watching for the officer.” He set the cell phone down on the table and sat quietly.
 
   “What did they say?” I asked.
 
   “Not much. Whoever I spoke to didn’t seem to feel a sense of urgency since what we found is just bones. Those were her words, not mine. Someone will be out soon.” Chris leaned his elbows on the table.
 
   Oh, good grief! We were being as blasé as Mikey. I’d hate to think we were becoming accustomed to finding dead people. I shivered and took another look at the bones, taking note of the partially exposed skull. I hadn’t noticed it before. Somehow a sense of sadness seemed to settle over me. The realization that this was a grave struck me and I sat down next to the hole. Watson looked me in the eye, knowingly, and lay down with her head on my lap.
 
   Dogs seem to have a sense of death, and it can sadden them, too. Sherlock and Watson were actually the ones who’d found the body in the basement of the restaurant, and I recalled their angst at the time. I ran my hand gently down Watson’s head and back.
 
   Sherlock had quieted down and he sat next to me, wanting his attention, too.
 
   Mikey had become somber. Maybe reality had finally sunk in.
 
   Chris noticed and came to the rescue. “Come on, Ace, let’s hit the bricks and go in the house until the coppers come. Somebody bit the dust, but for all we know this stiff could be in his honest-to-goodness grave. Maybe his ticker just quit tickin’.”
 
   Mikey smiled and I knew Chris’s old time slang had put him at ease. “Dad, he’s not in a coffin.” Our son was smart, too.
 
   “Good point.”
 
   “I’ll fix lunch,” I said. The last thing I wanted to do was eat, but maybe it would take our minds off of the contents of the hole for a while.
 
   Hearing the word lunch, the dogs perked up and followed us inside.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Two
 
    
 
   My brother-in-law bought the old white Perry farmhouse we were staying in at an auction in Nevada. I couldn’t recall if it was a foreclosure or sold for back taxes or what, but he bought it. The Perry’s weren’t the last tenants, but they’d been the first. Chris’s brother checked to be sure it was in good condition, made a few repairs and painted it before filling it with country-style furniture. The house was white with green trim, fitting for a farmhouse.
 
   The property was about ten acres, but no longer used for farming. It was meant to be a quiet getaway for my brother-in-law and his wife, and he let my little family take it over for a week for our adoption celebration with a warning that we’d better not get in trouble. I’d heard from my mother-in-law that Bill planned to do something with the acreage, but I had no idea what.
 
   “Are you going to call your brother?” I turned my green eyes in Chris’s direction.
 
   “I suppose I should, but I’d rather not.” The side of Chris’s mouth turned down as though he’d tasted something bitter. “You know he doesn’t approve of our lifestyle, even though I’ve tried to convince him we don’t get involved in these things on purpose. He still can’t get over our mother being involved in one of our fiascos, as he calls them.”
 
   “Well, maybe he’ll believe you this time since the body is on his property.”
 
   “Or maybe he’ll get mad because I was digging,” Mikey said, sounding worried.
 
   “I don’t think so, sweetie. He’ll probably be glad you were taking care of the little dead bird.” I hoped that was the case. Bill could be intimidating sometimes. He was such a perfectionist, and he expected everyone else to share his trait. There’s no perfection to becoming involved with murders, so I was sure Chris was right when he said Bill didn’t approve of us. He’d hoped letting us use his house would keep us out of trouble since we’d be out in the country.
 
   While I put the sandwiches together, Chris took the cell phone outside and called his brother. I listened to the already familiar sound of the wooden screen door creaking just before it banged shut. He was gone for several minutes before returning to the kitchen and sitting down at the table.
 
   “What’d he say?” I asked, pulling my auburn hair back into a ponytail and putting a band around it.
 
   “He said he couldn’t believe we found another body, and we’d better have everything taken care of before we leave to go home. He said he doesn’t want to have problems when he and Stephanie come to stay here.”
 
   “Didn’t he understand that we have nothing to do with the bones?” I asked.
 
   “He didn’t care. We found them, so it’s our problem.”
 
   “I like Uncle Bill,” Mikey said, “but he sure can be a pain in the rear.”
 
   “Watch what you say, Mikey. He is your uncle, and he’s your father’s brother.”
 
   “I know, Mom. I said I like him.” He rolled his eyes, a bad habit he learned from me. “But I’ve even heard Dad call him a pain in the rear.” He giggled. “He didn’t say rear though.”
 
   I turned to Chris who was studying the cell phone, trying to pretend he didn’t hear us. He clamped his lips together, apparently trying not to smile.
 
   “Let’s eat.” I set a plate of sandwiches on the table.
 
   We were finishing our food when I heard a car pull in. Chris stood and walked to the screen door. “The cop is here,” he said, over his shoulder. Pushing the door open, he walked outside to meet the law.
 
   The door banged shut with finality.
 
   “I’m goin’ out, too.”
 
   “Finish your sandwich.”
 
   Mikey took a huge bite of his sandwich, trying to finish it so he could follow his father.
 
   I left him at the table and followed Chris, with the dogs on my heels. “Stay!” I pointed toward the kitchen and they reluctantly returned to Mikey’s side where they gave him their most pitiful we-need-a-bite-of-sandwich look. I figured he’d probably oblige them so he could hurry outside.
 
   Pushing open the old-fashioned screen door again, I heard it squeak with age just before it banged again. I was surprised that Bill hadn’t replaced the screen door when he did repairs to the house.
 
   Chris was standing at the bottom of the porch in front of the house with a copper who looked like he wasn’t long out of high school. Rail thin and medium height with light brown hair, he glanced up and watched my approach. He might look young, but he was good-looking and I had a feeling he might be a heartbreaker.
 
   “Ma’am,” he said, “I’m Officer Stubbin. How are you today?” He held out his hand and we shook. I appreciated his good manners.
 
   “I’m fine other than my son finding a body in the yard.”
 
   He had a great poker face and didn’t react, a good trait for a young cop. “Would you folks show me where this alleged body is?”
 
   “The alleged bones are under the oak tree,” Chris said, pointing across the yard. “Our son dug them up.”
 
   “Why was your son digging?”
 
   “He was going to bury a dead bird and got carried away. He dug down a few feet before finding the bones.” Chris rocked back on his heels, one of his Bogey Man habits, but before he could get into his Bogey persona the copper began walking toward the oak tree.
 
   Chris rolled forward again and we followed him.
 
   He stood by the hole and studied its contents. “Uh huh. Yeah, these are bones all right.” Reaching into his pocket, he pulled out a cell phone and called someone.
 
   I watched and listened, thinking how calm he sounded. Of course, chances that a killer might be close were slim to none, and it did look like the bones had been in the ground for a long time. And, of course, the person in the hole could have died of natural causes.
 
   “Yes, sir, they found a body. You want to send out Doc Holland?” Officer Stubbin listened intently for a moment. “No, sir, it’s been here for a while. Could be a good long time, from the looks of it.” He paused again.
 
   Creak, bang!
 
   I heard the screen door open and close, and turned to see my son heading our way with the dogs following. The dogs saw the copper and came bounding over.
 
   Stubbin glanced at my husband and pointed toward the dogs.
 
   “They’re friendly,” Chris said. Turning to the dogs, he told them to sit and stay. They obeyed, although they didn’t look too willing. There was a new person on the property and they wanted to explore him. Sherlock’s behind didn’t quite touch the ground. One word and he’d be all over the flatfoot.
 
   “Yes, sir, I’ll watch for Doc. See you in a while.” Officer Stubbin replaced the cell phone in his pocket and looked at Chris. “Doc is eating his lunch and he should be here in about forty-five minutes, along with Chief of Police Stubbin.”
 
   Chris raised his eyebrows.
 
   “The chief is my great-uncle,” Stubbin said, shrugging and appearing almost apologetic. “We’re a small police department.”
 
   I knew we were out in the country, but apparently we were waaaay out in the country. I guessed nepotism didn’t matter this far out.
 
   Stubbin turned to Mikey. “What made you decide to dig here?”
 
   Mikey thought for a moment. “It seemed like I should bury the bird someplace where it would be shady all the time. Was that okay?”
 
   The copper reached over and ruffled Mikey’s hair. “Sure, son, that was a good idea.”
 
   Sherlock and Watson suddenly become more watchful. Someone had touched their young charge, and they took protecting Mikey very seriously.
 
   Mikey smiled and the dogs seemed to relax.
 
   “Why did you dig so deep?” Stubbin asked.
 
   “I don’t know. I just did.” Mikey held his hands out, palms up, obviously hoping for understanding.
 
   I glanced at Officer Stubbin. “How about a Meet and Greet?” I asked. The dogs needed to inspect the copper so they’d settle down.
 
   “Sure. I love dogs. I’ve got a German Shepherd puppy at home.”
 
   “Sherlock. Watson. Come.” I patted my chest which was an invitation to approach us.
 
   The flatfoot held out his hand for the dogs to sniff, which they did without reservation. Labrador Retrievers are friendly dogs and love to socialize. Meeting Stubbin was no exception. Next came the pant legs, where they probably smelled the puppy. They were entranced and I had to call them twice to get them to leave Stubbin alone.
 
   “Would you like to wait in the house?” I asked.
 
   “No, thank you, ma’am. I’ll stay here, by the body. You go on inside if you want to.”
 
   “The stiff ain’t gonna hit the bricks,” Chris said. “You might as well come in for a cuppa Joe.”
 
   “Huh?” Yes, indeed, Stubbin was young and had no idea what Chris was talking about. He probably didn’t even know who Humphrey Bogart was.
 
   “Well, I think I’ll go inside for a bit,” I said, turning and heading for the house.
 
   Chris and Mikey stayed outside with Stubbin. I watched them from the window for a moment before remembering my book was still outside. Listening to the creak of the screen door on my way back outside, I thought of the television show The Waltons, and decided the creak was rather a comforting sound, like a ticking clock in the still of the night. I even enjoyed the sound of the bang when the door closed.
 
   Sitting in the yard, I read for a while, and when I looked up I saw Stubbin kneeling next to the hole in the ground. He turned his head and looked up at Mikey, appearing to ask a question.
 
   Mikey slapped his forehead and turned to run toward the house.
 
   “What’s up, kiddo?” I asked.
 
   “I forgot about the leather bag I found in the hole. The copper said it looked like something used to be in the hole with the dead guy, so I’m goin’ to get it for him.”
 
   I’d forgotten about the leather pouch, too. I wondered what was in it. Walking to the hole, I waited with Stubbin and Chris for Mikey’s return.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Three
 
    
 
   We didn’t have to wait long. Mikey ran all the way to the house, grabbed the pouch and ran back to us. He was out of breath by the time he handed it to Officer Stubbin. “Here it is.”
 
   Opening the pouch, Stubbin studied the contents before glancing at us and then back into the leather bag. “Well, I’ll be darned.”
 
   “What is it?” Mikey asked.
 
   “Yeah, what is it?” Chris tried to look past the flatfoot, into the pouch, making me feel like I had two young sons.
 
   Stubbin walked to the barbeque table and waited for us to follow before he opened the bag and emptied the contents.
 
   First out of the bag was a smaller leather pouch, which he set aside. He dumped the rest of the items on the table and stood back.
 
   “Holy smoke,” Mikey said, awe in his voice.
 
   “Do you know what that is?” the flatfoot asked Mikey.
 
   “Holy smoke,” he said again.
 
   “I’d have to guess he understands what it is,” Chris said, picking up a gold coin. He glanced at Stubbin belatedly, as though remembering he should have asked for permission to handle the evidence, or whatever this was.
 
   Stubbin nodded and picked up one of the coins. “Yeah, there’s no mistakin’ a table full of gold.” 
 
   “May I?” I asked, reaching for another one.
 
   Stubbin nodded again, but didn’t speak.
 
   Picking up a coin, I managed to knock over the pile, and underneath were gold nuggets. I couldn’t have rolled my eyes if I wanted to because I couldn’t take my eyes off the pile. These were sizeable nuggets, not little dinky pebbles. “Oh, my!”
 
   Watson tried to see what we were so interested in. She sniffed so hard it sounded like she had a sinus problem.
 
   “No,” I said, pushing her and her twitching nose away from the table. “Go lie down.”
 
   She backed up, but not very far. She knew we were interested in something she’d never seen before, but she couldn’t figure out what it was.
 
   Another car pulled up to the house after moving up the long dirt driveway. The driveway was lined with Cottonwood trees. I tore my gaze away from the gold long enough to take note of a taller, older and much heavier version of Officer Stubbin climbing out of a police car. A van pulled in behind the cruiser and someone I assumed to be Doc climbed down. The police chief joined us at the table while the other man opened the rear doors of the van and seemed to search for something.
 
   “What’ve you got here, Jimmy?” The police chief let his hand rest on Officer Stubbin’s shoulder, although his tone of voice sounded irritated. Maybe the young copper should have waited for his uncle before opening the pouch.
 
   I noticed the chief smelled like cigar smoke. Looking closer, I saw a fresh stogy sticking out of his shirt pocket.
 
   “These were buried with the body, Uncle Roy. What do you make of it?”
 
   Instead of answering the question, he posed one of his own, sounding angry. “Where’s the body?”
 
   “It’s under that oak tree,” he said, pointing. Jimmy, whose first name seemed to suit him better than his title of Officer Stubbin, began picking up the gold and putting it back in the pouch. He bent over and searched under the table, apparently making sure none of the gold had fallen on the ground.
 
   “Uh huh. Well, let’s have us a look.” The Chief glanced at the pouch. “I have a suspicion I just might know who’s buried in that hole.”
 
   The man from the van had joined us by then and introduced himself, holding out his hand. “I’m Richard Holland. Most people call me Doc.” I guessed he was probably in his late sixties or early seventies, and instead of a doctor he resembled a Mafia boss. A big man with a head of thick white hair, he didn’t look like someone you’d want to cross. Fortunately, he sounded friendly and he had a wide, friendly smile.
 
   “He’s the local doctor and coroner,” Jimmy explained.
 
   “I understand you folks found a body buried around here. Is that right?”
 
   “Yes, it is.” Chris stepped forward and shook his hand before turning a very pointed look in the chief’s direction.
 
   The man cleared his throat, realizing he hadn’t formally introduced himself. “Police Chief Roy Stubbin. Let’s take a look at the body.” He turned and walked toward the oak tree. Chris walked with him.
 
   “What’s in the little bag?” Mikey asked, tugging on Jimmy’s sleeve. He pointed at the small leather pouch Jimmy had pulled out of the bigger bag.
 
   “Let’s wait and let my uncle take a look at it.” He looked uncomfortable. Maybe I’d been right about thinking he should have waited for his uncle’s arrival before opening the bag of gold.
 
   “Excuse me,” Doc said, heading for the oak tree. “Looks like I’ve got some work to do.”
 
   Glancing back over his shoulder, the chief yelled, “Jimmy, lock that bag up in the trunk of your cruiser.”
 
   Jimmy nodded and picked up the pouch, carrying it to his police car and locking it in the trunk before joining the three men by the oak tree.
 
   I watched the four men study the hole and its contents. Doc motioned the others to move back and he dropped to one knee, pulling a camera out of his pocket.
 
   Sherlock made a beeline for the doctor before I could stop him. “Chris,” I called, “here comes Sherlock.” I chased after the dog, stopping just behind the men.
 
   Chris turned, but he was too late. Sherlock knocked Doc over on his side.
 
   Chief Stubbin scowled and took a step forward, but Doc rolled onto his back and laughed, looking up at Sherlock. He held his hand up to stop the chief and said something I couldn’t hear before reaching up and scratching the dog’s nose. Pulling himself up, he retrieved his camera and leaned over the hole to snap some pictures. Sherlock began licking the doctor’s hair.
 
   Roy Stubbin stepped forward and carefully kneeled down next to Doc. It looked like it took quite an effort.
 
   Sherlock immediately ran to Stubbin’s side and began licking his hair. Lacking the sense of humor Doc possessed, Stubbin swung an arm toward Sherlock. “Get away from me, you mangy dog.”
 
   “Sorry, Sherlock has a thing about hair. I don’t get it, but he loves licking hair.” I stepped forward.
 
   Chris grabbed Sherlock’s collar and pulled him away. His jaws were clenched and I knew he was biting back a comment that could get him in trouble.
 
   I took the collar from Chris, dug in my heels and held on to Sherlock. In the meantime, Watson strolled over, gave Sherlock one of her you’re-an-idiot looks and settled herself on the other side of the hole.
 
   “Damn dogs,” Roy said.
 
   Doc looked up, looking annoyed. “What’s gotten into you today, Roy? Get out of the wrong side of the bed?”
 
   “Never you mind. Just do your job. Are you done taking pictures yet?”
 
   Doc nodded. “Yes. Let’s start digging.”
 
   The chief turned toward Jimmy. “Go find the shovel and let’s get to work.”
 
   “Yes, sir.” Jimmy headed for Doc’s van and opened the rear doors – apparently they kept the shovels in the back – and returned with two spades. He handed one to the chief, who grunted, and they began to enlarge the hole in the ground. 
 
   They’d worked carefully for about ten minutes when the chief stopped and took a staggering step backwards. Grabbing his chest, he fell to his knees.
 
   Doc was at his side before anyone else could react. “I should have seen this coming. I knew his moodiness didn’t feel right.”
 
   Jimmy ran to the chief’s side. “Uncle Roy?”
 
   The chief didn’t respond and Doc started CPR, with Jimmy’s help. It didn’t look like the old man was breathing. His skin looked gray and he was perspiring heavily.
 
   I pulled the cell phone out of my pocket and handed it to Chris. He called 9-1-1 and asked for them to send EMTs. “You might tell them to hurry. It looks like Chief Stubbin has had a heart attack.” He gave them the address and added, “It’s the old Perry farmhouse.”
 
   Mikey stood in front of me, watching Doc and Jimmy. “Mom? Is he going to be okay?”
 
   “I don’t know son. I hope so.”
 
   “Another awkward moment,” Chris said. “I may never take another vacation as long as I live.” He stepped forward and tried to help Doc and Jimmy.
 
   Roy began to breathe, but it was labored.
 
   I prayed for him while I watched Doc administer medical treatment.
 
   “Roy, you old buzzard, keep breathing. Don’t let go.” Doc briefly glanced skyward, maybe saying his own prayer.


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Four
 
    
 
   Doc did everything he could, under the circumstances, and we waited for the paramedics. A little under fifteen minutes went by before we heard the wail of the sirens.  The sound echoed through the countryside, sounding forlorn.
 
   “There’s nothing else we can do right now,” Doc said, checking Roy’s pulse. “He needs to be in the hospital.”
 
   “Will he live?” The tension on Jimmy’s face was clearly visible. His uncle had a heart attack and he’d helped with CPR. It hadn’t been a typical day so far.
 
   “He’s too ornery to die,” Doc replied. “I told him he needed to change his habits, but he’s not one to let a good meal and a cigar afterwards get away.”
 
   “I’ll live,” came a weak voice from the man lying in the dirt. “Jimmy, get back to work. Doc, shut up.”
 
   “Uncle Roy, I’m not moving until you’re on your way to the hospital.” Jimmy stood with his feet apart and his arms folded across his chest.
 
   Chief Stubbin turned his head slightly, looking at the hole in the ground. “I think that’s Henry Rosebutz in the hole. You need to check it out.”
 
   Jimmy’s eyes widened and the poker face was gone. “Old Henry?”
 
   Mikey snickered and Chris gently bopped the back of his head. “But he said Rose butts, Dad.”
 
   “I don’t care what he said.”
 
   “Henry Rosebutz?” I glanced at Jimmy, knowing the name meant something to these men.
 
   “Later,” Jimmy said, kneeling down by his uncle.
 
   “I said back to – ” The chief was beginning to sound angry again.
 
   “No, Uncle Roy. He’s not going anywhere and we need to take care of you.” I could hear pain and determination in Jimmy’s voice. He and his uncle must have a close relationship.
 
   The chief tried to sit up, but Doc gently pushed him back down. “You just stay where you’re at, old man, and wait for the EMTs.”
 
   Roy closed his eyes and pursed his lips. He didn’t seem to like being told what to do, but there was nothing he could do to stop it.
 
   The sirens were closer and I watched as the EMTs pulled up to the house. Doc told all of us to go wait by the house while they took care of Roy, Jimmy included.
 
   Chris placed his hand on the young cop’s back and urged him away from the scene of his uncle’s heart attack. “He’s in good hands. Let Doc and the men do their jobs.” Chris pointed to the barbeque table benches and we all sat down.
 
   While the EMTs took care of Roy, Doc pulled out his cell phone and made a couple of calls. I could see concern on his face.
 
   “Who’s Henry Rose butts?” Mikey asked. He held back a giggle that seemed to be just below the surface of his question. “Why would someone call the bones a butt?”
 
   I started to shush him, but Chris shook his head. Maybe he was right. Maybe Jimmy needed a distraction at the moment.
 
   Before he could answer Mikey, Doc hurried over to the table. “Jimmy, I think your uncle will be okay, but they’re going to have to run some tests at the hospital and start treatment. Yes, he had a heart attack, but at least it wasn’t the Widow Maker.”
 
   “Widow Maker?” Mikey asked. “What’s that?” He was learning all kinds of new things.
 
   “It’s a major heart attack the knocks you down and kills you right then and there. You’re done, no chance for survival.” Chris has such a way with words sometimes.
 
   “Oh.” Mikey seemed to think that explanation over for a moment. “I didn’t understand how sick the chief is. I’m sorry for wanting to laugh.”
 
   Doc sat across from Jimmy. “I’ve called ahead and they’re taking your uncle to the clinic where a helicopter will meet them and Roy will be flown to a hospital in Reno. I also spoke to a heart specialist, an old friend of mine, who’s going to take good care of your uncle.”
 
   “Okay.” Jimmy didn’t sound any less worried than he had a few minutes ago.
 
   “Trust me, Jimmy. I’ve seen much worse. The last thing Roy said before they loaded him up was that he wants us to finish what we were doing. Does that sound like a man at Death’s door?”
 
   “But –  ” Jimmy wanted to follow his uncle, I was sure.
 
   “You can’t fly to Reno with him, so let’s do what he asked. He’s got his reasons. And everyone along the line said they’d keep me updated. We might as well keep busy.”
 
   The EMTs loaded the chief in the ambulance and left with sirens once more blaring.
 
   Jimmy stood and walked to the hole without a word. He picked up his shovel and began working around the edges of the hole, taking his time and enlarging it carefully.
 
   “Who’s Henry Rose butts?” Mikey asked. “Nobody will answer me. I just want to know who Rose butts was and why they call him a butt.” This time a little of the giggle escaped, but I had a feeling it was part nervousness after learning about the Widow Maker.
 
   “It’s one word, son,” Doc said. “R-o-s-e-b-u-t-z. He’s a legend around here.” Doc glanced over at Jimmy. “I’ve got to help dig before the hole caves in.”
 
   “I’ll help, too,” Chris said. “Just tell me what to do so I don’t cause the cave in.” The two men left Mikey and me at the table.
 
   “Don’t they have crime scene investigators?” Mikey asked.
 
   I swallowed hard. The fact that he’d even asked that question made me realize what terrible parents we were for letting him become so involved in the wrong side of our lives. “We’re not in Los Angeles anymore, Mikey. They have a very small police department here. I guess they could call the county sheriff, but it doesn’t appear they’re going to.”
 
   “Oh.” Mikey left me sitting at the table and joined the men.
 
   When Jimmy picked up the pouch and put it in his car, he’d neglected to also pick up the smaller bag. I fingered it while I watched the men digging. What could it hurt if I took a peek inside? The bones had been in the ground a long time, probably a very long time. Maybe there was something of importance in the small pouch. Or maybe there was more treasure – diamonds?
 
   Picking up the bag, I held it in my hand and shook it slightly. Nothing seemed to move or rattle. It was light, so I figured there wasn’t any gold in it.
 
   I glanced at the men and Mikey, and they were totally engrossed in uncovering the rest of the body.
 
   I set the pouch down, but I couldn’t take my eyes off of it. Chris would probably be upset with me if I opened it. This was none of my business. But wait! The body was found on Bill’s property, and my son had been the one to find it. Didn’t that put me in a position of… I didn’t know what position it put me in.
 
   Counting to ten, I tried to distract myself while I watched Mikey and Chris step back to let Doc take more pictures. I hummed America the Beautiful, making sure I remembered all the words. I thought about Bogey Nights and hoped things were going well while we were gone. We’d left Phyllis in charge, our Marilyn Monroe lookalike. I knew we didn’t need to worry. I even went so far as to twiddle my thumbs.
 
   Nothing worked. My right hand seemed to have a mind of its own when it picked up the pouch. My left hand, a partner in crime, pulled on the leather string at the top of the bag. When it wouldn’t open I reluctantly ordered my fingers to pull harder.
 
   The string broke. I sat and stared at the pieces of leather string lying on the table. 
 
   “What’s the matter with me?” I mumbled. I’m normally such a law-abiding, rational woman.
 
   I reached for the bag, unable to stop myself.
 
   “Mom? What’re you doin’” Mikey asked.
 
   I jumped and hit my knee on the underside of the table.
 
   “Sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you. Are you going to open the bag?”
 
   “I shouldn’t.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “It’s not my pouch. I should let the police take care of it.”
 
   “Jimmy wouldn’t care, Mom. He said he’s curious, too.”
 
   That’s all it took. I snatched up the pouch and pulled the top open, looking inside. No diamonds, no gold, nothing but a yellowed, folded piece of paper.
 
   Pulling it out, I carefully unfolded it and set it on the table.
 
   “What is it?” Mikey leaned across the table in front of me, trying to get a better look.
 
   “It’s someone’s handwritten will.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Five
 
    
 
   “What’s a will?” At eight years old, Mikey was full of questions. I supposed I should be glad he was so curious. I took that as a sign of intelligence.
 
   A simple explanation would be the best. “A will tells what someone wants done with their possessions after they go to heaven,” I explained. “It explains what they want done with their money and any valuables they own.”
 
   Again, Mikey took a moment to absorb the information. “I wonder if Chief Stubbin has a will.”
 
   I lifted my shoulders and shrugged. “Let’s not worry about his will. Let’s just hope and pray he’ll get well and lead a good and happy life.”
 
   “Okay, Mom. I’ll talk to God about him at bedtime tonight.”
 
   “You’re a good boy. Now, why don’t you go tell Jimmy what we found?” As much as I hated to admit it, I wanted a moment to read the will. I was being nosey and didn’t want my son to see me since I spent so much time trying to set a good example. Ha! This thought coming from the mother who’d earlier been thinking what a terrible mother she was because of Mikey seeing dead bodies.
 
   Watching Mikey run over to the men, I looked past him and saw Watson lying quite still next to the hole. She acted like it was her duty to guard the body. Sherlock had moved to my side, at the end of the barbeque bench.
 
   Turning my attention back to the will, I saw it was a short will, handwritten by none other than Henry Rosebutz. It was dated August 14, 1904. Okay, that gave me one clue. I knew the body had been buried sometime after August of 1904. I wondered briefly why the chief thought the body could be Henry’s without having seen the will. 
 
   I didn’t wonder for too long because I wanted to read this piece of paper. The writing was only slightly faded.
 
   I, Henry Leroy Rosebutz, being of sound mind and feeling good, want whosoever finds my body to know what I want done after my death.
 
   First off, if I ain’t dead of a heart attack or something like that, then the Sheriff should take a good look at Melvyn Snider, because he’s the only onst who might want me out of the way. That blaggard has had his eye on Frannie for some time. I think he’d be happy to have me out of the way, and I think he’d like to help me meet my Maker.
 
   Second, all my earthly goods, including my gold, are left to my wife Frannie because I know she ain’t having any part of Melvyn’s attentions and she’s been a good wife.
 
   Third, if my body ain’t found until after me and Frannie are both gone, then I leave everything I have to whosoever finds me. Being there’s no children and no other family except that dirty scoundrel nephew of mine, that seems fair.
 
   Last, please tell Frannie she’s the only onst I ever was sweet on.
 
                                                            Henry Leroy Rosebutz
 
   I sat still, unable to quite comprehend what I’d just read. There were a lot of questions. Why was Henry buried under the old oak tree? Had he once lived on this farm? Had Melvyn Snider killed him or had he died of natural causes? Why was his nephew a dirty scoundrel? Uh, had my son just inherited a whole lot of gold?
 
   Sherlock nudged my leg. I looked at him and back at the will, blinking rapidly. “Chris,” I yelled, “I think you’d better come here.” My voice shook ever so slightly. It was the second time that day I’d yelled at Chris that he’d better come a’runnin’.
 
    “You don’t need to yell, Pamela.” Chris stood behind me.
 
   I cracked my knee on the underside of the table again. Rubbing it, I turned and looked behind me. The men had come to the table when Mikey told them what I’d found and they were looking over my shoulder reading the will.
 
   I settled my gaze on Doc. “Is there any way you can tell for sure if that’s Henry in the grave?”
 
   “I’ve heard Henry walked with a limp because one of his legs was shorter than the other after a bad break. I’ll be able to make a good guess once we uncover the rest of the bones.”
 
   “Is this thing legal?” Jimmy pointed at the will.
 
   “You’ll have to ask an attorney,” Doc replied.
 
   “Who’s Henry Rosebutz?” Mikey asked, once again.
 
   “I’ll tell you what,” Doc said, settling his hand on Mikey’s shoulder. “You and your folks go into town and look up Stuart Kimball. He runs the little store in town. Henry was his uncle, many times over, and he can tell you the legend of the feud between Melvyn and Henry. It’s quite a story.”
 
   “I’ll just take this will and put it in with the gold as evidence.” Jimmy reached for the will.
 
   Chris placed a staying hand on Jimmy’s arm. “No one is going anywhere with that will until I make a copy to show to a lawyer.” My husband could imitate Bogey quite well, but even better than that, he could be a protective father. The gold we’d found could belong to Mikey.
 
   Jimmy looked surprised, but didn’t argue with Chris’s no-nonsense tone of voice. “When I go back to town, why don’t you and your family follow me? Stu has a copy machine in his store. We’ll have him make a copy of the will and you can stay and ask him about old Henry. I’ll lock the gold and the will in the safe at the office.”
 
   Chris nodded. Folding the will, he slipped it back into the smaller pouch and handed it to me.
 
   “Let’s get back to work,” Doc said. “It’s getting late and I’d like to take the remains back to town with me.”
 
   The doctor and the copper walked back to the hole in the ground, talking in soft voices. Being the suspicious woman I am, I took note that they did not look conspiratorial, which relieved my mind.
 
   Chris held back. “Let’s see what an attorney has to say about all of this. Maybe Mikey will have a good start on a college fund.” He kissed my cheek before joining the men who were once again digging. 
 
   Mikey stood nearby and watched every move they made. He was fascinated. With everything he’d seen as a young boy, maybe he’d study forensic pathology when he went to college. He’d sure had an education so far, which wasn’t necessarily a good thing.
 
   It wasn’t long until I heard the tone of the men’s voices changing. I tore myself away from the pouch with the will and walked over to see what was happening. They were finally beginning to bring up the bones. Doc had spread out a sheet on top of a gurney type apparatus and he was laying the bones on the sheet just as they were while in the hole. He placed the fibula and tibia bones on the sheet and even I could see that one set of bones was shorter than the other. I had a feeling this was Henry Rosebutz.
 
   “I believe we’ve just found Henry,” Doc said. “God rest his soul.”
 
   Chris and Jimmy stood aside while Doc did a cursory examination of the remains. Mikey stood by Doc’s side.
 
   “Come stand by me, Ace.” Chris held his hand out toward our son, knowing as I did that he was probably in the way.
 
   “Let’s do a little more digging,” Doc said. “I’m pretty sure we’ll find at least one bullet in that hole.”
 
   Mikey stepped forward. “Really?”
 
   Doc nodded. “There’s some damage to an upper rib that I believe may have been caused by a bullet. I think Henry was shot and killed. Jimmy, go to the van and get my screen so we can sift some of this dirt.” He turned to Mikey. “I think you can help this time. You’re small enough to get down in that hole and it sure would help an old man’s back if you could sift through the dirt.”
 
   Mikey grinned and turned to Chris. “Is it okay, Dad?”
 
   “Sure. Just let me get a couple of boards to shore up the sides of the hole.” Chris left us and headed for a shed behind the house.
 
   “So maybe old Henry was right about Melvyn going after him. It would fit right in with what we know,” Doc said.
 
   “And what do you know?” I asked.
 
   “I know it seems like we’re putting you off, but hold your questions for Stu. He can answer everything you want to know.” Doc put his hands on his lower back and leaned backwards, groaning slightly.
 
   Although we were only staying in the farmhouse on vacation, we’d become involved in a possible murder – once again.
 
   I had questions.
 
   


  
 


 
    
    	 
 
   
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Six
 
    
 
   Jimmy returned with the screen and a trowel and handed them to Doc, who passed them on to Mikey. We waited while Chris shored up the hole before helping our son climb down.
 
   “Now anything that stays in the screen is something I need to see, except for rocks. If you find rocks, throw them out of the hole. Do you understand, son? And do you know what a bullet looks like?” Doc asked.
 
   Mikey nodded. His expression was serious as he took the screen and trowel from Doc. He’d been given an important job to do and he probably didn’t want to let the doctor down. In a way, I had a feeling the older man was just doing this to make Mikey feel involved.
 
   “If you have any questions, Ace, don’t hesitate to ask.” Chris watched while Mikey bent over and began shoveling dirt onto the screen with the trowel.
 
   Glancing at my watch, I saw it was going on three o’clock. Had this really only started at eight-thirty in the morning? It felt like we’d been at this for hours. Well, we had.
 
   I watched while Doc began folding the edges of the sheet over the body. I called it a sheet, but it was some kind of plastic. After fastening the edges, he turned to the hole and watched my son sifting through the dirt. “Careful, son. We don’t want to miss anything.”
 
   The hole wasn’t all that deep and I could see Mikey nod his head.
 
   No more than a minute or two went by before Mikey popped up. “Got something.” He sounded excited and passed the screen up to Doc.
 
   “Well, I’ll be darned.” Doc pulled a small bag out of his pocket and dropped something into it.
 
   “Is it the bullet?” Jimmy asked.
 
   “It sure is, along with some buttons and things I don’t recognize.” Doc sealed the bag and stuck it back in his pocket.
 
   “There’s something else.” Mikey held his hand up like we do when we tell the dogs to stay – in the air and palm outward. “I see a bump just under the dirt.”
 
   I stepped toward the edge of the hole and looked down to see what was going on.
 
   “Careful, Duchess, we don’t want the dirt to fall back in the hole.” Chris pulled me back a step.
 
   “Dad? I think I’ll need your help.”
 
   “What’s going on, Ace?”
 
   “There’s another bag down here. It’s either stuck in the dirt or really heavy.” Mikey’s voice squeaked.
 
   “I hope it’s really heavy,” I said to no one in particular.
 
   Doc grinned at me.
 
   Chris reached down and helped Mikey out of the hole before carefully climbing into the opening in the ground. Chris used the trowel to uncover the leather pouch, and he had to pry it out of the dirt.
 
   We all watched, fascinated with what we were seeing. Chris lifted the bag, and it sure looked heavy to me. He set the bag on the edge of the hole, climbing out after it.
 
   “It looks like when the body was placed in the hole, it landed on top of the bag and his weight pushed it deeper, into the loose dirt.” Chris wiped his hands on his jeans.
 
   Jimmy knelt down and tried to open the pouch. When it didn’t give, he reached into his pocket and pulled out a knife, impatiently slicing through the leather. “It’s starting to look like the rumors about old Henry are true.”
 
   “What rumors?” Chris asked.
 
   “Yeah, what rumors?” Mikey’s eyes were wide and filled with anticipation.
 
   My eyes probably looked the same.
 
   Doc watched Jimmy while he explained. “Old Henry supposedly had a lot of gold and silver. No one quite knew where it came from. We know he lived here in Nevada before he met Frannie, probably around Virginia City. It’s been said he spent time in San Francisco and Sacramento, too.
 
   “Anyway, the rumor is that he buried his treasure around here, figuring he’d go back and get it later. This would have been around the turn of the last century. He didn’t like banks and he didn’t trust most people, so he wanted his gold where no one else could find it.” Doc scratched his chin.
 
   “Did he and Frannie live in this house?” I asked.
 
   “No, the farmhouse was built in the thirties, long after old Henry disappeared, and apparently long after his death. If the Perrys had planted their oak tree just a few yards from where it stands now, they probably would have found Henry themselves.”
 
   Jimmy stood and proudly held out his hands. “It’s silver this time. Lots and lots of silver. Enough silver to… I don’t know. Just lots of silver.” He looked at each of us and appeared to be feeling sheepish. For a split second he looked like he was going to hyperventilate.
 
   “Let’s get the silver in the trunk with the gold,” Doc suggested.
 
   “Yeah. I got a little carried away with the sight of all that silver for a minute. I’m okay now.” Jimmy dropped the silver coins on top of the leather pouch and chuckled. “I can almost understand what makes some men go bad. A sight like that is awfully tempting.”
 
   Simply watching Jimmy gave me a feel for what might make someone become greedy. He was young, but seeing him turn from the silver with a new resolve on his face gave me confidence in him as a flatfoot and an honest man.
 
   He bent to pick up the pouch but when he tried to lift it the silver spilled out all over the ground. Mikey squatted and began helping Jimmy pick it up.
 
   “Wait,” Chris said. “I saw a bucket in the shed. Give me a minute to go get it and we’ll put the silver in the bucket.”
 
   Jimmy nodded and stood straight.
 
   “When we got up this morning I sure didn’t expect to spend my day like this,” I said, trying to make small talk and fill the time while we waited for Chris.
 
   “Ma’am,” Jimmy said, “I’ve learned never to anticipate what the day might be like. I just get up and hope for the best. At least today has been interesting.”
 
   Doc smiled. “You can say that again. Who would have thought we’d find old Henry and part of his stash today. My wife’s never gonna believe this.”
 
   “Doc, I think maybe we should keep this to ourselves for now.” Jimmy looked thoughtful. “If you recall, a couple of years ago someone thought they found old Henry’s treasure and it set everybody off.”
 
   He turned to me and Mikey.
 
   “You never saw such treasure hunting in your life. I’ve known most of the people around here for my whole life, and all of a sudden they were like strangers.  And the funny thing was, it was all because someone found one lousy gold coin. Old Henry could have just dropped one and it finally turned up.” Jimmy shook his head. “People surprise you sometimes.”
 
   It was Doc’s turn to look sheepish. “I hate to admit it, but even the chief and I did a little digging back then. The fever kind of catches you off guard.”
 
   “Fever?” Mikey tipped his head, looking up at Doc.
 
   “Gold fever. The thing is, this wasn’t gold anyone had to go mine. If the rumors were true about old Henry hiding his treasure, then all we had to do was find it and dig it up. Craziness.”
 
   “Gold fever. I need to remember that.” Mikey put on his trying-to-look-grown-up face and looked off into the distance.
 
   Jimmy shook his head, mumbling to himself. I thought I heard him say something about crazy old farts.
 
   Chris returned with a bucket and set it on the ground. Jimmy and Mikey began gathering the silver and putting it in the bucket. When they’d found every piece, Jimmy folded the leather pouch and placed it on top of the bucket.
 
   Chris rocked back on his heels and rolled his upper lip under, Bogey style. “Let’s hit the bricks and take everything into town. I want to jaw with this nephew of Henry’s and get the lowdown on what led to the cockamamie morning we’ve had. We need to keep this close to the vest though.  Dummy up, everybody.”
 
   “That’s the same thing Jimmy said.” Mikey glanced at the flatfoot.
 
   Doc smiled while he listened to Chris. Jimmy appeared confused, for the most part. Mikey grinned from ear to ear. He knew when Chris took on his Bogey persona that things were about to happen.
 
   Everyone waited while I ran into the house and found my purse. I locked up the house and our little caravan took off, headed for town and what I hoped would be a story worth hearing. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   I could hear the dogs whining from inside the farmhouse when we pulled away. They wanted to go with us, but this wasn’t a trip for them. I’d left them food and water and knew they’d be fine until we came home.
 
   Jimmy led the way with Doc following, and we brought up the rear. It was about a twenty minute ride into the small town of Serenity, and when we passed a diner I realized I was hungry, which meant Mikey and Chris were probably hungry, too. 
 
   “Maybe we should eat before we meet Mr. Kimball,” I said hopefully.
 
   “Good idea, Mom.” Mikey sat in the back seat and leaned forward as far as his seatbelt would allow.
 
   “I know we’re all hungry, but let’s at least stop and introduce ourselves to this guy first. It’ll only take a minute.” Chris sounded a bit cross, which was funny since our surname is Cross.
 
   I blinked, realizing sometimes my thoughts could be a little silly.
 
   “I think we should meet this guy and get our photocopy of the will before we do anything else.” Chris looked at me, apparently hoping for confirmation.
 
   “You’re right, Bogey Man. Business first, then dinner.”
 
   Jimmy pulled into the parking lot next to Kimball’s Groceries. We followed him into the lot while Doc drove on past, ready to unload the bones.
 
   The copper stepped out of his patrol unit and waited for us to join him. “Stu is one of the good ol’ boys around here. There’s nothing he likes more than talking about his uncle and local history, so prepare yourselves. He’ll talk your ear off.”
 
   “That’s okay. We love a good story.” Mikey glanced at Chris to see if he’d said the right thing.
 
   Chris smiled and nodded. Turning to Jimmy, he said, “Have you got the will?”
 
   Jimmy held up the pouch in reply.
 
   When we first arrived on vacation, we’d passed through Serenity and I picked up a few groceries to take to the farmhouse with us. We were tired after the long drive so I hadn’t taken in my surroundings. This time I took a better look around. It seemed like a nice little Mom and Pop store, neat and clean with a somewhat limited selection, but since it was small I didn’t expect much more. Walking past the produce section, I saw signs indicating most of the produce was locally grown. I took that to mean the produce was vine-ripened and flavorful. I’d have to pick up more supplies while we were in town.
 
   Jimmy nodded at a pleasant looking man and waved him over. The man lifted his hand in acknowledgment and headed toward us. He was probably in his late sixties or early seventies, but his step was quick and sure, not that of an old man. His hair was gray and thinning on top, and he wore gold-framed glasses. Although not overweight, he had the paunch that so many men have at his age. When he stopped in front of us I saw clear blue eyes watching us from behind the glasses.
 
   “And who are these folks?” Stu asked, holding out his hand to Jimmy for a shake.
 
   “Well, Stu, these are the Crosses. They’re visiting out at the Perry farm.” He pointed at Mikey. “This is Mikey – and hold onto your hat – he found your Uncle Henry this morning.”
 
   Chris and I turned to Jimmy in surprise. His revelation hadn’t been exactly subtle or gentle. Of course, Stu was too young to have known the man.
 
   Apparently it didn’t bother Stu. “Well, I’ll be a son-of-a-gun. So old Henry finally turned up.” After grabbing Mikey’s hand and shaking it, he held out his hand toward Chris. “You must be young Mikey’s father.”
 
   Chris took his hand and I saw his chest puff up a little. He could now answer in the affirmative and mean it, thanks to the adoption. “Yes, indeed, that’s my son.”
 
   “By the way, sir, they call me Ace.” Mikey’s chest seemed to swell just a little, too.
 
   I smiled at the men in my life and Stu turned to me, once again holding out his hand. “And you must be Mom.”
 
   I shook his hand. “That would be me.” Mimicking Mikey, I said, “They call me Pamela, and my husband is Chris. It’s nice to meet you.”
 
   “Jimmy, I mean Officer Stubbin, said you’d be willing to give us the lowdown on your uncle.” Chris hooked his thumbs in the corners of his pockets.
 
   “Can we use your copy machine, Stu?” Jimmy asked.
 
   “Sure. You know where it is.”
 
   Jimmy pulled the will out of the pouch while he walked away. I knew they’d have a copy machine at the police station, but the copper knew Chris wasn’t going to let the will out of his sight until he had a copy in hand.
 
   Chris glanced toward the front of the store and the street. “If you’re going to be here for a while, I thought we’d grab something to eat at the diner and then come back to jaw with you.”
 
   “If you don’t mind, I’ll join you.” Stu glanced at his watch. “It’s about time for me take a break from the store anyway. I’ll tell you the story while we eat.”
 
   “Works for me,” Chris said. “As soon as Jimmy brings me my copy, we’ll head on down to a diner I saw.”
 
   “Do you mind if I ask what he’s copying for you?” I could see Stu was curious and maybe had a feeling this had something to do with finding his uncle.
 
   “We found a will buried with your uncle. I’ll let you read it before you tell us the story.”
 
   “Fair enough.”
 
   It was a one page will and Jimmy hurried back to join us, handing a copy to Chris and a copy to Stu. I hadn’t thought about giving Stu a copy. It was a good idea.
 
   The older man read it through quickly, nodding his head as though it all made perfect sense to him. “We’ll talk about this over dinner, too.” His words didn’t sound ominous, but I figured he felt anything of Henry’s should be passed on to him. Morally, he was probably right, but legally the will could mean a lot to Mikey. I’d have to think this one over.
 
   Jimmy left us and headed for the police station. I could see a sign in front of the office across the street and down about a block.
 
   After Stu asked a woman named Adele to watch the store, the rest of us walked to the Burnt Bun. I hoped the name of the diner wasn’t foretelling what we could expect for dinner.
 
   We walked in and I glanced around. The smell of home cooking wafted through the place. There were several tables and all but one were occupied. The remaining table was by the window and hadn’t been cleaned off yet.
 
   “Essie, throw me a rag and I’ll get the table,” Stu said.
 
   Essie took him at his word and tossed him a rag. I took it out of his hands and cleaned the table, making sure I got every little crumb. “Thank you, ma’am,” Stu said.
 
   I smiled. “I’ve had lots of practice. We own a restaurant in Los Angeles.”
 
   Across the room I saw an older man cleaning a table that a couple had just vacated.
 
   We sat down, with Mikey taking the chair next to Stu. I watched my son’s face and realized for some reason he’d taken a liking to Stu.
 
   “What’s good?” Chris asked, picking up a menu.
 
   “Everything,” Stu replied. “This is the best home cooking you’ll find in five counties. My wife, Jean, would rather eat here than cook at home, but she’s out of town right now. I eat dinner here almost every night now. Essie waits tables and her husband cooks the food. They’ve got a short menu, but it changes every day.”
 
   Essie approached the table and slapped Stu on the back after setting glasses of water in front of each of us. “Hey, old man, whataya havin’ tonight?” She glanced at us and smiled. “Where are my manners? What would you all like to drink? I suppose the boy will have milk?”
 
   The waitress, or owner of the diner, was a little overweight, but she carried it well on her medium height frame. Her curly light brown hair was in the process of turning grey, and she had lively brown eyes. If first impressions counted, I liked her already.
 
   Mikey nodded and smiled. “A big glass, please.”
 
   The rest of us ordered iced tea, and she asked if we’d decided what we wanted for dinner yet.
 
   “Surprise us,” Chris replied. “We’ll eat anything you bring to the table.”
 
   “My kinda guy.” She turned to me. “Is that okay with you?”
 
   “Sure,” I said, surprised at Chris’s comment. “But let me add something. Bring each of us something different.” I sniffed the air, wanting to sample a little of everything.
 
   Essie was a happy woman. I could see it on her face before she walked away.
 
   “Okay, Stu, tell us about your uncle. And don’t leave anything out, because this promises to be quite a tale.” Chris leaned back in his chair and watched the older man expectantly.


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   “My wife could tell you this story better ‘n me. I didn’t care a lick about my family history, but Jean did. I heard all the stories when I was growing up and she pried them out of me. Before long she got me interested and I wrote everything down. We interviewed the old-timers around here, too, and wrote all that down. Of course, they’re all gone now, and most of their stories were hand-me-downs, too. I always said I’d write a book about old Henry, but I never got around to it.” Stu stopped talking and watched out the window. His eyes had that faraway look Chris has sometimes and I had a feeling he was remembering and sorting stories in his mind.
 
   We waited patiently.
 
   “Old Henry and Melvin Snider grew up somewhere in the Dakotas, but I’m not sure where. From what I’ve heard, the two men were close friends in the beginning. Sometime in the mid- to late 1800s, old Henry decided to come West to find his fortune. He started out in Virginia City, right here in Nevada. Although he found gold, and some silver, he didn’t make his fortune.”
 
   “But we found a lot of gold buried with him,” Mikey said.
 
   “Well, I haven’t finished the story yet. Henry sent a letter to his friend, Melvyn, and told him to meet him and they’d travel to California together. When Melvyn arrived, he and Henry left Virginia City to seek their fortune in California. He’d heard lots of stories about the gold in them thar hills. 
 
   “It seems they got side-tracked and disappeared for a couple of years. No one knows where they were during that time, but when they finally surfaced in California, Henry had a new wife, and Melvyn was madder than a wet hen. Wherever they were, old Henry met Frannie and married her. And, apparently, that’s when the trouble started.”
 
   “Do you mean Frannie was trouble?” Chris asked.
 
   “I have a feeling I know where this is going, Chris.” I turned to Stu. “I’d be willing to bet Melvyn was upset because he wanted Frannie for himself.”
 
   “And you’d win that bet, Mrs. Cross.” 
 
   “Please, call me Pamela.”
 
   The older man, who seemed to be a busboy, brought our drinks. He was medium height with long silver hair, pulled back in a ponytail, and he was a little stoop-shouldered.
 
   “Thanks, Charlie,” Stu said.
 
   I watched the older man for a moment before turning back to Stu.
 
   “Yes, ma’am. Pamela. As the story has come down through the years, Frannie told some of the ladies here in town that she met Melvyn before she met Henry. He tried to court her, but she wasn’t interested in him. Then my uncle showed up in town, looking for Melvyn, who’d gone to town for supplies and hadn’t come back. She said she took one look at Henry and knew he was the man for her. She wanted to be with him for the rest of her life.”
 
   “Love,” Mikey said with disgust. “Are things always about love? Can’t we get to the good part of the story?”
 
   Charlie was cleaning another table near us and grinned at Mikey, but didn’t say anything.
 
   Stu chuckled. “Wait until you’re a little older and you’ll see this from a different angle. But, yes, there is more to the story.”
 
   Mikey was about to say something, but Essie showed up with our food.
 
   “I heard you talkin’ about old Henry,” Essie said. “Are you tellin’ that story again?” She set down a tray filled with plates and began serving our dinner.
 
   “They found old Henry’s remains today, Essie. Have a little respect.” Stu grinned at Essie.
 
   “Mercy me,” she said. She studied Stu for a moment. “Are they sure it’s him?”
 
   “Looks like it.” Stu picked up a fork and casually plucked a forkful of mashed potatoes off the plate.
 
   Essie pulled a chair over from another table and sat down with us. “Maybe I need to listen to your story. I might have forgotten some of the details.”
 
   Stu laughed. “You just want to know if his treasure showed up along with his body. And, yes, at least part of it was buried with him.” He looked at Mikey. “My little friend found old Henry this morning.”
 
   Apparently we’d neglected to tell Stu not to mention the gold. I glanced at Essie , who very pointedly set her elbows on the table and rested her chin on her intertwined fingers, watching Stu intently.
 
   “Now where was I?” Stu asked, ignoring her.
 
   “You were talking about love,” Mikey said.
 
   “Oh, yes. Well, it’s really about love and jealousy and a friendship that turned into hatred.”
 
   “Sounds like the stuff a dime novel is made of,” Chris said.
 
   “Essie,” a male voice yelled from the kitchen. “Come pick up your order.”
 
   “That husband of mine doesn’t give me a moment’s peace.” She pushed her chair back to the other table and left us, but her grin belied her complaint about her husband.
 
   “So, anyway,” Stu continued, “Henry and Frannie made their way to San Francisco, and Melvyn followed them. He was bound and determined to have Frannie for himself, but old Henry told him to get lost.
 
   “Melvyn tried changing his tactics. He started acting like he was over Frannie and he made up to Henry. Then he talked Henry into going in search of gold, thinking Frannie would stay in San Francisco and get tired of waiting for her husband. He’d come back into the picture and steal her away. But it didn’t happen that way.”
 
   “I’ve got two questions,” Chris said. “Did Frannie tell her friends here all of the story or did you have another source? And why does everyone call him old Henry?”
 
   “Most of this is what Frannie told the ladies, but we also found old letters and a journal. Surprisingly, the journal belonged to Melvyn, not Frannie. Why does everyone call my uncle old Henry? I guess it’s a combination of an old story and an old man. He was no spring chicken when he disappeared.”
 
   “Okay, let’s hear the rest of the story. I shouldn’t have interrupted, but I was curious.” Chris leaned forward and worked on eating his dinner.
 
   Stu cut a piece of steak and ate it before continuing. “Well, Uncle Henry figured out what Melvyn was up to, but not before he found a vein of gold. Once again, Melvyn said he was going in to town for supplies, and he didn’t come back.
 
   “From what old Henry said, the gold practically leapt into his hands, so he left to file a claim and to find Melvyn. On a hunch, he rode back to San Francisco. Melvyn was trying to woo Frannie, Henry caught him at it, and they had it out.
 
   “According to Frannie, Henry had murder in his eyes, but didn’t follow through. At the last minute he took pity on Melvyn which was just about his undoing. Melvyn had no sympathy and pushed my uncle off the front porch.
 
   “Unfortunately, the house was on an incline and the porch was high. Henry landed on something – I don’t know what – and broke his leg. It was such a bad break that they almost had amputate his leg. It took a long time to heal, and my uncle ended up with one leg shorter than the other.”
 
   Mikey cringed at the thought.
 
   I patted his knee.
 
   “Melvyn disappeared that winter. He came back the next spring and told old Henry he’d seen the error of his ways and he wanted to be friends again. He’d hardly even look at Frannie. She must have been a reminder of how close he’d come to killing my uncle.”
 
   “But it still doesn’t sound like there was all that much gold,” Mikey said.
 
   “And it doesn’t explain how they ended up here with old Henry in that grave,” I added.
 
   “There’s more to the story. After the men made up, my uncle told Melvyn about the gold he’d found after they split up. They decided to go back that spring and make themselves rich, which they did.
 
   “Uncle Henry had put the original gold he’d found in the bank, and while the two men were off on their adventure, the bank was robbed.”
 
   “So that’s why your uncle didn’t trust banks,” Chris said, finishing the last bite of his dinner.
 
   “That and the fact that the bank had no sympathy. Frannie was left with nothing while my uncle was gone, and she only scraped through by cleaning houses, taking in laundry and sewing.”
 
   “But, obviously, the two men came home with more gold,” I said. “Otherwise there wouldn’t have been anything in the grave with your uncle. So how did they end up here in Serenity?”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Nine
 
    
 
   “I want to know how they ended up here, too. What happened next?” Mikey looked at me. “Can I have dessert?” His plate was clean and I nodded.
 
   Stu waved at Essie, who was cleaning the table next to ours. Thinking about it, I realized she’d been cleaning the table for quite some time. I realized she’d been listening and probably wanted to hear the rest of the story.
 
   “Stu, what did happen next?” she asked, proving me right.
 
   Before he could answer, Essie waved Charlie over to finish cleaning the table she’d been working on. The only thing left for him to do was pick up a couple of coffee cups and cart them to the kitchen. He was back in no time, listening as intently as Essie.
 
   “Pamela, look around you. Have you noticed how quiet it got in here?” Chris was nonchalantly glancing around the room, more with his eyes than by turning his head. “It seems everyone wants to hear this story.”
 
   I smiled when I noticed that even Essie’s husband had come out from the kitchen to listen to our conversation, standing next to Charlie. But what could it hurt? It was an interesting story.
 
   Stu looked down at the table and placed his hands on his knees. Lifting his head, he also glanced around the room. He didn’t look happy.
 
   “You folks may have some problems out at the farmhouse,” he said quietly.
 
   “What do you mean?” Chris asked, just as quietly.
 
   “Gold fever. Now that my uncle has been found, everyone’s going to be looking for the rest of the gold again.”
 
   “The rest of the gold?” Mikey asked, a bit too loudly.
 
   Stu tried to ignore the eavesdroppers and spoke softly. All that did was cause them to step closer to our table so they could hear better. “Well, when old Henry and Melvyn returned and found Frannie working her fingers to the bone, they were furious. My uncle went to the bank and punched the bank manager, or whatever he was, on the mouth and walked out the door. He never went inside another bank as long as he lived, or so the story goes. 
 
   “He gave away their meager belongings and they headed for Sacramento. They spent a week there in the fanciest hotel they could find, and Frannie had a chance to catch up on her rest. They shopped at the best stores and bought furniture. Then my uncle took my aunt to a seamstress and had her make Frannie a whole new wardrobe with lots of beautiful dresses. After that they headed to Serenity, where they would be the richest people in town.”
 
   “And that’s how they ended up in this tiny place?” I was surprised.
 
   “The name of the town is what motivated old Henry. He was ready for some peace and quiet. He’d found his fortune and just wanted to live out his life in Serenity.”
 
   “So where did he end up finding all his gold?” Chris asked.
 
   “No one knows. There was so much gold that old Henry and Melvyn didn’t even fight over it. There was plenty for both of them. Uncle Henry talked Melvyn into keeping the location a secret. They never filed a claim. The story goes that the site was so far off the beaten path that they knew no one would ever find it. They were afraid if they filed a claim someone might come along and steal from them because, of course, they couldn’t be there to guard it all the time.”
 
   “That’s quite a story,” Chris said, “but it still doesn’t explain why we found your uncle’s cadaver at the farmhouse this morning.”
 
   “Okay. Here’s the rest of the story. When Melvyn found himself in possession of so much money, he reverted to his old self. He’d never really given up on Frannie, and he never quit trying to win her away from old Henry. I guess he was a never-say-die kind of guy. 
 
   “The years went by and my aunt and uncle were old, by the standards of those days, although every once in a while Henry and Melvyn would disappear and return with more gold. That gold seemed to be the only thing the two men had in common by that time. 
 
   “But my uncle had had enough and for years he wouldn’t allow Melvyn anywhere near my aunt. One day Melvyn showed up looking for old Henry. Frannie told him to go away, and he left to search for my uncle, saying he’d be back.”
 
   “Did he come back?” Mikey asked. My son seemed to be entranced by Stu’s story.
 
   “Well, Melvyn came back but old Henry was never seen again. Melvyn tried to take my uncle’s place, but Frannie wouldn’t have anything to do with him.”
 
   “The grave?” Chris prodded.
 
   “Like I said, old Henry never came back. The Town Constable looked for him, but there wasn’t a trace. At that time the acreage you’re staying on was just fields of nothing, except maybe weeds. No one lived near that spot. My best guess is Melvyn found Henry burying his gold, killed him and stuck him in the ground right where you found him.”
 
   “What happened to Melvyn and Frannie?” I asked.
 
   “That’s where the story ends. Melvyn tried to have his way with Frannie – I guess you’re never too old – and she shot him dead. She wasn’t arrested because they called it self-defense. I guess they figured she’d found justice and, really, Melvyn deserved it. My aunt lived her days out in mourning for old Henry.”
 
   “What’s Melvyn trying to have his way mean?” Mikey asked.
 
   Chris quickly changed the subject. “Okay, now what about all the gold?”
 
   Essie, her husband and Charlie seemed to lean a bit closer to our table.
 
   “Like I said, old Henry and Melvyn had found a fortune in gold and silver. Since my uncle didn’t believe in banks, he buried his treasure around Serenity and the surrounding area. Every once in a while he’d dig some up and Frannie would cash it in. I’m not quite sure how he ended up buried with some of his gold, but I have a feeling, like I said, that Melvyn found him burying it and just threw it in the hole with the body after he killed him.”
 
   “Holy smoke,” Mikey said. Apparently that was his new favorite phrase.
 
   “Yeah, holy smoke,” Charlie said in a deep baritone voice. Catching himself, he grinned and picked up his cleaning rag before heading toward an empty table to clean it.
 
   Essie and her husband slowly walked toward the kitchen. Her husband was a good match for her. Also a little overweight, he had dark brown hair with strands of grey brushed through it. He was only a few inches taller than his wife. I saw him turn back and give Charlie an odd look, like he was afraid the busboy wasn’t quite doing his job.
 
   Stu slowly turned and watched the crowd of listeners. “And that’s the end of the story,” he announced. “I don’t expect y’all to go nuts and start searching for old Henry’s gold again. Right?”
 
   No one said a word, but several people averted their eyes.
 
   Mikey finally had a chance to place his order for ice cream. While he was eating, Chris and I watched the room. There were hushed conversations, and every once in a while someone would look at us and then turn away quickly when they saw us watching them.
 
   Chris stood and I wondered if we were leaving, but when I asked him he shook his head and pulled on his ear lobe, Bogey style. “Cool your heels for a few minutes. I want to jaw with Essie’s hubbie for a tick. This little diner is cookin’ with gas. I’m thinking maybe we should add a few home cookin’ dishes at the Bogey Nights. That was the best roast beef dinner I’ve ever had.”
 
   “Not a bad idea, Bogey Man. My chicken was baked, not fried, and it’s the best I’ve ever had.”
 
   Stu chuckled. “Good luck talking to Joe. I don’t think he actually uses recipes, and if he does, I don’t think he’ll share them.”
 
   Chris left the table and I asked Mikey how his dinner was. He’d had macaroni and cheese. “Sorry, Mom, but it was even better than yours.”
 
   “Chris,” I called, “ask about the mac and cheese.”
 
   He waved at me in reply.
 
   “So,” I said, turning back to Stu, “do you really think people around here will start searching for the gold again?”
 
   “Not a doubt in my mind, Pamela. And after today, you can guess where they’ll start looking.”
 
   “Oh, dear. Chris’s brother will have a fit if they start digging up his property. He owns the Perry farmhouse. He bought it for the peace and quiet.”
 
   “Mooother, there’s gold at stake here. I have a feeling we’re going to have some visitors soon.” Mikey can be pretty savvy sometimes.
 
   “Say, has anyone ever told your husband he looks like Humphrey Bogart?” Stu glanced toward the kitchen.
 
   “Yes, and he’s even become involved in solving mysteries because of the resemblance. Wait until he walks the walk and talks the talk. You’ll think you had dinner with Bogey tonight.”
 
   “Hmmm.”
 
   Mikey smiled and curled his upper lip under, imitating his father, the Bogey Man.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Ten
 
    
 
   Chris was gone for quite a while, and the diner cleared out. Essie brought us complimentary cups of coffee, along with a hot chocolate for Mikey.
 
   Seating herself in Chris’s spot, she said, “You know, Stu, this town’s gonna go berserk again. You remember what happened when Eddie found just that one gold coin.”
 
   “I know, Essie. I dread the gold fever storm that’s coming.”
 
   “Are you sure they’re going to come out to the farmhouse to look for the treasure?” I asked.
 
   Stu looked me in the eyes. “You can bet on it, Pamela.” 
 
   I glanced at my watch before looking at Mikey. He was beginning to droop and rested his head on his hands, on the table. “It’s getting late. We need to take Mikey back to the farmhouse so he can get some sleep. After listening to you two, I have a feeling tomorrow is going to be a busy day.” My gaze swept across both Stu and Essie.
 
   Stu shoved his chair away from the table. “It is late. I need to go back to the store and close up for the night. We usually close at eight o’clock on Sundays, and it’s already eight-thirty.” He picked up the check Essie had left on the table.
 
   I took it out of his hand. “This dinner is on us.”
 
   “You sure?” he asked.
 
   “You took time away from your store to tell us the old Henry story. Yes, I’m sure.”
 
   He stood and reached out to shake my hand. “I like you and your family. I hope the crazies in this town don’t drive you folks away. Now I’d better get back and let Adele go home while I close the store.”
 
   He left, and Essie said, “I’d better get Charlie to help me clean these tables. Nobody’s going to do it for us.” She was smiling and I realized it wasn’t as much of a chore as one would think. She liked what she was doing. I knew the feeling. First she walked over and turned the Open sign around so it read Closed.
 
   I walked back to the kitchen and stuck my head through the open doorway. “Chris, we need to take Mikey home and get him to bed. He’s falling asleep at the table.”
 
   “Sorry, cookie. Joe and I got carried away talking about the restaurant business.”
 
   The two men shook hands, we paid Essie for the dinners, and we headed home. It had been a very long day.
 
   When we arrived back at the farmhouse, I let the dogs out to do their business while I tucked Mikey in for the night. I knew it wouldn’t be long until he wouldn’t want me hovering over him. He was so sleepy he never said a word, and I heard him utter a small snort as I left his bedroom. He was already sound asleep.
 
   Chris and I sat at the kitchen table and talked for a while before going to bed.
 
   “Stu was wrong about Joe. He was more than happy to give me hints about his recipes. Well, Stu was right about one thing. Joe doesn’t actually use recipes. He just has a feel for his cooking. Anyway, he was excited that his food might be served at a big Los Angeles restaurant.”
 
   I smiled. “I’m glad you could make his day.”
 
   “Well, babe, at least this time we didn’t find a body with a mystery attached to it. We don’t have to lift a finger.”
 
   “True. There’s no mystery here except where the gold and silver are buried. We can enjoy the rest of our vacation in peace.”
 
   After a little more chit chat, we went to bed. The clock said it was nine-thirty, but it felt like midnight.
 
   “I love you, Bogey Man,” I said.
 
   “Thank you,” he replied.
 
   I laughed. “Thank you? That’s all you have to say?”
 
   He rolled over and snuggled up to me. “I love you, too.”
 
   I laid there for a few minutes, reveling in our love. Uh huh. That is, until he began to snore. Gently moving his arm from on top of me, I rolled over and soon fell asleep.
 
   ~ * ~
 
   Something woke me and I glanced at the clock. It was close to three o’clock in the morning. I closed my eyes for a moment before opening them and looking around, wondering what had awakened me. I heard the dogs whining.
 
   Then I heard yelling. “Get the hell off my property!”
 
   Sherlock and Watson began frantically barking. Someone had invaded what they’d already claimed as their space.
 
   I shook Chris’s arm. “Wake up, Chris. Someone’s out in the yard and he’s yelling.”
 
   He didn’t respond so I shook him a little harder and repeated my comment.
 
   He rolled over and opened sleepy eyes. “Huh? What’re the dogs barking at?”
 
   Throwing off the covers, I climbed out of bed. “Whoever‘s out in the yard.”
 
   “I said get the hell out of here. This is private property.” The man yelled again and the dogs went wild.
 
   Chris jumped out of bed. I went to check on Mikey while Chris stuck his head out the window. “What’s going on out there?”
 
   “There are people out here digging up my yard,” someone yelled. “You tell me what’s going on.”
 
   “Bill? Is that you?” Chris headed for the front door.
 
   Uh oh, I thought. Chris’s brother had arrived to find, apparently, gold diggers loitering around the property. Well, they weren’t really loitering from the sounds of it. I could hear what sounded like shovels being tossed into the back of trucks. Trucks? Plural? Engines were started and vehicles were leaving the property.
 
   Mikey was sleeping through it all. The dogs had followed Chris out the door and they were barking with energy I didn’t know they had.
 
   I ran back to the bedroom and grabbed a robe, soon following Chris out the front door with the screen door screeching and banging behind me.
 
   Chris stood next to his brother, watching the taillights of vehicles disappearing down the dirt drive, past all the cottonwood trees. Tires squealed when they moved from dirt to the asphalt highway.
 
   The dogs barked their warning not to come back. Yeah, Sherlock and Watson would lick the interlopers to death. All bark and no bite.
 
   Bill turned a look of fury on Chris, who rocked back on his heels and pulled on his ear lobe, trying to look Bogey tough.
 
   “Chris,” I said, “that might work better if you got dressed.”
 
   Looking down, he realized he was only wearing shorts. “Back in a minute,” he said, climbing the porch steps.
 
   “What did you two get into this time?” Bill asked. “Why were those people digging up my yard? Can’t you shut those mongrels up?”
 
   “Now just a minute, pal,” I said. “We didn’t do anything, so get a grip. Chris told you about Mikey trying to bury a dead bird this morning when he called you. Who could possibly know he’d uncover a body and two bags of gold and silver?”
 
   I turned to the dogs. “Go lie down and be quiet!” They obeyed my not-to-be-messed-with tone of voice, quietly climbing the steps of the porch. They didn’t lie down, but sat at attention, watching and guarding the property.
 
   Bill’s demeanor changed drastically and suddenly. “Gold? Did you say gold and silver?”
 
   “Darn tootin’, I did. Let’s go inside and Chris and I will tell you the whole story. And leave the attitude out here in the yard.” My own attitude wasn’t the best at this hour of the morning. We’d been peacefully sleeping until Bill began to yell at the trespassers.
 
   “I’m not a child, Pamela, and –”
 
   “Sorry, Bill. It’s been a very long day and your yelling didn’t help matters.” He was right, but only partially so. It had been a long day and I seemed to be taking my fatigue out on him.
 
   I turned to walk back to the house and saw Chris standing on the porch, grinning. He looked at his brother. “Bill, you don’t wanna mess with the cupcake in the early morning hours. Trust me.”
 
   I smiled. Chris was right. “You know what? Why don’t we all get some sleep and we’ll talk in the morning? We’ve got a long story to tell you, Bill, so let’s wait until we’re all rested. Besides, I don’t want to wake Mikey.”
 
   “It was a long drive,” he said, almost grudgingly. “Let me grab a pillow and a blanket and I’ll sleep on the sofa.”
 
   “You’ve got three bedrooms here,” Chris said. “Why not take the other bedroom?”
 
   “Because if any of those yokels come back, I want to be ready for them. Is that what they were digging for? Gold?”
 
   “Yeah, you can count on it.” Chris waved in his brother’s general direction and headed back to our bedroom. 
 
   I followed him and the dogs wandered off to Mikey’s room.
 
   “I can’t wait to hear this story.” Bill’s voice, although quiet, could be heard from our room.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
   Mikey shook me awake and our day began. 
 
   He whispered, trying not to awaken Chris. “Mom, what’s Uncle Bill doing here?” Apparently he’d already been out to the living room. “I let the dogs out and he’s sleeping on the sofa. I was quiet.”
 
   With a sidelong glance at Chris, I motioned Mikey out to the hallway. “I’ll be out in a minute,” I whispered. “Why don’t you feed the dogs while you wait?”
 
   Mikey nodded.
 
   While I put on shorts and a tank top, I could hear the creak of the screen door when my son let the dogs in. He tried to keep the creak to a minimum by closing the door slowly, but that only made it worse. I could hear him shush the dogs, and in my mind I could see him taking hold of their collars and leading them to the kitchen for breakfast.
 
   I met him there and sat at the kitchen table for a moment, watching the dogs inhale their food. Well, Sherlock inhaled while Watson delicately ate her share, glancing at her brother from time to time to make sure he wasn’t going to eat her food, too.
 
   Mikey sat down across from me and I told him what had happened the night before.
 
   “You mean to tell me I slept through all the excitement?” He slammed his small hand on the table. “I can’t believe what a dope I am. All that action and all I did was cut timber.”
 
   “Cut timber?” I wasn’t quite sure what he meant, and then it hit me. “Oh, you mean you were sawing logs.”
 
   “Yeah. I miss everything.” He sounded upset.
 
   “I wouldn’t worry about it, Ace. I don’t think that was the end of it.” Chris stood in the doorway, listening to us.
 
   “Your father’s probably right,” I said. “Unfortunately, I’m pretty sure those people are going to be back.”
 
   “Well, they’d better not bring their friends.” Bill stood next to Chris, and he still sounded angry.
 
   I watched the two men as they entered the kitchen and sat down at the table. They sure didn’t look like brothers. Chris, the younger of the two, was a slightly taller version of Humphrey Bogart. Bill looked like – Bill. Taller than Chris, and with blond hair and blue eyes, he didn’t resemble anyone in the Cross family. His mother, Judith, was a tiny little thing, although she did have blonde hair. Chris, Sr. was tall and lanky, rather average looking. Bill wasn’t lanky at all, but muscular. Of course, he did own a construction company, so he got plenty of exercise – and he was a rather handsome man.
 
   “What can we do to help with breakfast?” Chris asked.
 
   “Not a thing. Why don’t you all go outside and see if those people did much damage. I’ll call you when breakfast is ready.” I began pulling out pots and pans, ready to prepare an old-fashioned breakfast of bacon, eggs and hash browns.
 
   Mikey got out the bread for toast before heading out to sit on the porch.
 
   When everything was ready, I walked to the front door to call the men for breakfast. I heard Bill calling to Chris, and I knew breakfast would be put on hold.
 
   “Chris, you’d better get over here. There’s another freakin’ body in this hole.”
 
   Mikey was sitting on the porch and he jumped up when he heard his uncle yelling.
 
   “Mikey, in the house,” I said. “Now!”
 
   “But, Mom – ”
 
   “No ‘buts’ young man. Get in here now.”
 
   Opening the door, Mikey stomped into the house while I ran outside.
 
    Creak, bang.
 
   The screen door announced us trading places.
 
   Chris and I both ran to old Henry’s grave under the oak tree. Bill’s face was pale and he looked like he was ready to pass out. I knew better.
 
    “What’s going on around here?” Bill said, adding frustration to his already angry mood.
 
   Chris and I bent over and looked into the newly enlarged hole. Charlie, from the diner, stared up at us with vacant eyes. There was blood on his head and one of his arms was twisted under his body. His silver hair was splayed out around his head, no longer pulled back into a ponytail. A shovel rested beside the hole in the ground.
 
   Sherlock and Watson had positioned themselves, one on each side of the hole. Sherlock sniffed near the hole, while Watson looked up at me with the saddest eyes I’d ever seen.
 
   “Holy smoke,” I said.
 
   “Pamela, take the dogs inside and call the police. It looks like Jimmy is about to earn his pay.” Chris stood next to his brother.
 
   “Come,” I said to the dogs. Reluctantly, they each fell in line behind me after taking one last look back toward the grave.
 
   Chris said something to his brother and I heard Bill reply, loudly, “What do you mean this is another awkward moment. I’d call it a lot more than awkward.”
 
   Mikey met me at the door. 
 
   “I need to call the police, so take the Sherlock and Watson in the kitchen and close the door.”
 
   He opened the door and let the dogs in, pointing toward the kitchen.
 
   “Is there really another stiff, Mom?”
 
   “Yes. And this one isn’t just bones, so I don’t want you to go out there under any circumstances. Now take the dogs to the kitchen.” I was close to tears. Why was my son being exposed to these things? We were supposed to be on vacation, celebrating his adoption. Instead we had treasure hunters, dead bodies – old and new – and now Bill was here raising a ruckus.
 
   Picking up the cell phone, I called 9-1-1 and explained what was happening. The voice at the other end of the line said, “Didn’t you find a body yesterday?”
 
   “Yes,” I replied, “and now there’s another one.”
 
   She cleared her throat and said she’d send someone right out. “And don’t touch anything. Stay away from the scene of the crime.”
 
   “But the dogs… Never mind. We’ll be right here, waiting.”
 
   I opened the door to the kitchen and almost tripped over Sherlock. He had his nose glued to the bottom of the door.
 
   “Mikey, I want you to eat your breakfast while we’re outside.”
 
   “But, Mom – ”
 
   “Just do it!” I was at the end of a very short rope. It wasn’t even nine o’clock in the morning and things were already out of hand. 
 
   “Yes, ma’am.” Mikey sat down at the table and began picking at his food. I knew the food was cold by that time, but it would keep him busy for a few minutes.
 
   “I’ll be outside. If you need anything, call me from the window. Do not come outside!”
 
   I joined Chris and Bill at the gravesite. “The police are on their way. Do you think you could force some food down? Mikey is chomping at the bit in the kitchen.”
 
   “We’ll go eat with him,” Chris said, giving his brother a very pointed look. 
 
   “I don’t think I can eat after seeing this,” Bill said, waving his hand at the body.
 
   “Then you’ll sit and make polite conversation.” Chris gave Bill a nudge.
 
   “Michael doesn’t need – ”
 
   “Mikey,” I said.
 
   
  
 

“Ace,” Chris said.
 
   “No matter what you call him, the kid doesn’t need us.” Bill folded his arms across his chest defiantly.
 
   “Yes, he does,” I said. “He’s just a little boy, no matter how grown up he thinks he is. And there’s a dead body in a grave in this yard; the second one in two days. He needs his father, and you, Bill, need to settle down, too. Maybe you’ll be good for each other.”
 
   Bill glanced at Chris, and Chris nodded his head. “I guess I could use something to settle my stomach. Do you have anything in the house?” He suddenly clutched his stomach and ran behind the oak tree.
 
   “Don’t mess up the crime scene,” I called out, knowing I was too late.
 
   Chris shook his head and walked toward the house. After a moment, Bill followed him.
 
    “How do you do it?” I heard Bill ask. “I’ve never seen a dead body before and I never want to see another one.”
 
   A tear slid down my face when I glanced down at the body, and sadness engulfed me. I said a prayer for Charlie, and for whoever might mourn his death.
 
   About ten minutes went by before I heard sirens blaring. I watched while Jimmy’s police unit pulled into the drive, moving past the cottonwoods. Doc’s van wasn’t far behind.
 
   Chris hurried out of the house and we met the two men together, hand in hand.
 
   Jimmy approached us, with his head turned toward the hole in the ground.
 
   “The cadaver’s in the same hole where we found old Henry,” Chris said. “Only this one is someone I’ve seen before, and it’s not just bones.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
   The copper hurried to the hole and looked downward, studying the latest stiff. “It’s Charlie Duncan,” he said. “Charlie’s dead.” He sounded surprised, and of course, he probably was.
 
   Doc headed our way and Chris pointed toward the hole in the ground. Doc walked past us and joined Jimmy at the grave. “It’s Charlie,” he said, surprise in his tone.
 
   Chris rocked forward onto the balls of his feet before slipping his hands into his pockets and settling back on his feet. Rolling his upper lip under, Bogey style, he said, “I guess no one expected Charlie to be bumped off.”
 
   “I guess not.” I rubbed my arms in the cool morning air, knowing it would warm up soon. “I’m going to go tell Mikey he can play in the back, but he can’t come out front. The dogs can stay inside until they take the body away.”
 
   “Okay.” Even though he replied, I wasn’t sure if Chris heard me or not. He immediately walked over to join Jimmy and Doc.
 
   Bill sat at the kitchen table with Mikey. The dogs sat next to Bill while he scratched their ears, and I could see they were in heaven.
 
   “Yes, Uncle Bill, my dad calls me Ace. Everyone except my Mom calls me Ace. She’s the only one who calls me Mikey, and no one says Michael. Hmm. Sometimes Grandma Judy forgets and calls me Mikey, but no one else.”
 
   I smiled to myself and kept my mouth closed. This was a nephew to uncle discussion, worthy of telling Chris about later.
 
   “Are you feeling any better?” I asked, sitting down across from Bill. “Did you take something for your upset stomach?”
 
   “Yeah. I can’t believe you and my brother have been through this kind of thing before. How on earth could you let Mic… Ace, become involved in this kind of thing?”
 
   That got my dander was up. “We don’t allow him to be involved. Do you think we told him to go dig in the yard until he found a dead body?”
 
   “Good one, Mom.” Mikey grinned.
 
   I gave him a motherly warning look he couldn’t ignore. His grin disappeared and he snapped his fingers at the dogs, needing a distraction. They deserted Bill and sat by Mikey’s side.
 
   Bill sat back in his chair and thought about what I’d said for a moment before changing directions. “So you and Chris know the victim?”
 
   “You do?” Mikey asked, suddenly much too interested.
 
   “No, we don’t know him. He was bussing our table at a local diner last night when we ate in town. We know who he is, but we don’t know him. Come on, Bill. We’ve been here on vacation for three days. We don’t know anybody around here.”
 
   “Well, we know the local coppers,” Mikey said, “and we know Doc.”
 
   Bill turned to my son. “Doc?”
 
   I shushed Mikey and replied for him. “He’s the local doctor, and apparently he doubles as the coroner. We don’t really know these people.”
 
   “Sure we do, Mom. We spent all day yesterday with them.” He looked at Bill. “And the Chief of Police had a heart attack, but not the Widow Maker, right in our yard. He lived though. And we said a prayer for him and his heart.”
 
   Bill’s eyebrows shot up in surprise.
 
   I mentally rolled my eyes. Mikey was blabbing for all he was worth. “Don’t worry, Bill. He’s going to be fine. And we had nothing to do with it.”
 
   Mikey found himself in the role of the informed. “And we know the people who own the diner, but best of all, we got to know Mr. Kimball, the man who runs the grocery store. Oh, and he’s the nephew of old Henry.”
 
   “Old Henry?” Bill tipped his head to the side, looking to Mikey for answers. He looked like he’d walked in during the middle of a movie.
 
   “You know, the bones I found in the hole in the ground. He was from a long time ago, and there was gold and silver buried with him. Oh, yeah, and he left a will, which is kinda interesting. He – ”
 
   “Chris and I said we’d tell you the whole story this morning,” I interrupted. “Let me go get him and we’ll tell you what’s been going on.” 
 
   I stood, but Bill motioned for me to sit down. “I’ll go outside and see what’s going on. You can tell me the whole story when we come back.”
 
   Watching my brother-in-law leave the room, I listened for the creak of the screen door before turning to my son. “Mikey, you know what a fussbudget your uncle is. Let’s be careful about what we tell him.”
 
   “I didn’t tell him anything he won’t find out anyway, did I?”
 
   “No, I guess not. I just wish he hadn’t driven over here. Now we’ve got him to worry about on top of everything else.”
 
   Glancing around, I didn’t see the dogs.
 
   “Uh oh. I have a feeling Sherlock and Watson followed Bill outside. I hope they’re not in the way.”
 
   “I’ll go get ‘em, Mom.”
 
   “No you won’t. You just want an excuse to go see what’s happening. You stay right here. I’ll go get them.” I thought for a moment. “Well, you can go out to the back yard if you want to, but you can’t come out front. Understand?”
 
   “Yes, ma’am.” I could hear frustration in his voice. I reminded myself that if I were his age, I’d feel left out, too. Of course, my mother and father never would have been involved in a murder in the first place. Were we really involved?
 
   Mikey ran out the back door while I joined the men in the yard.
 
   Creak, bang! The door announced me.
 
   Doc was doing his job again, but he didn’t look too happy about it. He glanced up when I approached but quickly went back to work.
 
   “Hey, angel,” Chris said. “I was just explaining to Bill about the gold diggers who were here last night. Look around. There are several holes. These people didn’t waste any time finding their shovels.”
 
   “Why didn’t you call us last night?” Jimmy asked. “After all, you had trespassers on the property.” He reached down and patted Sherlock’s head. The dogs were thankfully keeping their distance and letting Doc do his job.
 
   “My brother showed up and scared them off. There had to be at least five trucks. I can’t believe we didn’t hear them pull in. But we were dead to the world after our long day.”
 
   “Poor choice of words, bro,” Bill said.
 
   “Sorry.”
 
   “Jimmy, do you think Charlie was killed because of the gold and silver?” I asked.
 
   “Probably, although it doesn’t look like anyone found the treasure. Charlie was well-liked around town, so I can’t think of any other reason for his murder.”
 
   “Murder,” Bill said. “I’ve never really given that word much thought until now. You hear about these things, but you never see them. It doesn’t really mean a lot until you actually see a dead body – a murder victim.”
 
   Chris showed compassion when he looked at his brother. “The real world can be ugly sometimes, but we usually try to ignore distasteful things. Nobody wants to end up as buzzard bait.”
 
   I rolled my eyes because I knew Bill wouldn’t take well to the particular phrase Chris had used. I was familiar with his slang and often used it myself, but Bill wasn’t.
 
   “Buzzard bait? What’s the matter with you, Chris? There’s a dead body here and you’re referring to him as buzzard bait?” Bill turned on his heel and headed for the house.
 
   “I guess I’d better go after him,” Chris said.
 
   “I guess so. And take the dogs with you.”
 
   “Come,” he commanded, looking at Sherlock and Watson. Sherlock would follow Chris anywhere, to the ends of the earth if necessary, so he immediately stood and followed his master. Watson didn’t want to be left out and followed.
 
   Watching Chris follow Bill, something caught my eye. Mikey was peeking around the side of the house. He saw me spot him and ran back to the rear of the house.
 
   “Jimmy, do you really think Charlie was killed because of the treasure?” I asked.
 
   “He was a very quiet man, but when he did speak, it was because he had something worth saying. He was just good ol’ Charlie, and everyone in town seemed to like him. If anyone had a grievance, I never heard about it.”
 
   “Had he been in town long?”
 
   “He lived here nearly all his life. He didn’t have any family.”
 
   He sure didn’t sound like a man someone would hit over the head. Of course, you never know what’s just below the surface.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
   Jimmy helped Doc load Charlie’s body in the van and they took off, although they left crime scene tape around the general area of the hole in the ground. The flatfoot had carefully picked up the shovel that had lain next to the grave and placed it in his patrol car. He said it didn’t look like it was the murder weapon, but he had to be sure, and it could have fingerprints on it. 
 
   “Are you people going to be sticking around for a while?” Jimmy asked.
 
   “Yes, we’re still on vacation, although it’s sure been a weird one so far.” I reached up and pushed a stray strand of hair out of my face.
 
   “Good, because I’d rather you don’t leave town until I get this figured out. After all, your family was here when Charlie was murdered. Obviously you had nothing to do with old Henry’s death, but…” He didn’t finish his sentence, nor did he need to.
 
   “We’re not going anywhere. You don’t really think we had anything to do with Charlie’s death, do you?”
 
   “No, I can’t say I do. But just the same, please stick around.” He turned and headed for his patrol car, and when he left he didn’t look back.
 
   I let Mikey take the dogs outside with the warning not to go near the grave site. Chris, Bill and I sat down in the living room to talk. We needed to fill Bill in about what had been happening.
 
   While the brothers talked, Chris doing most of the speaking, I took a peek outside. Of course Mikey and the dogs were over at the grave checking things out. I left them alone because I figured Jimmy and Doc had found everything there was to find, and there was no longer a dead body for my son to examine. Besides, I knew there was no way I could keep the dogs away.
 
   Bill stood after hearing our story and began pacing the living room. “You mean to tell me there was gold and silver buried with the old guy and the whole town knows about it?”
 
   “Yeah. And it looks like there’s going to be one heck of a treasure hunt around here. Stu said a few years back someone found one gold coin and the whole town went nuts searching for more.” Chris had a half grin on his face. “However, it’s not going to matter. According to old Henry’s will, Ace inherits everything.”
 
   “Ace?”
 
   “Yeah. In a nutshell, the will said if old Henry’s wife was gone, then whoever found his body would inherit the treasure.”
 
   Bill ran his hands through his hair. “Ace? You’re sure about that? And how am I going to keep these people off my property?”
 
   Chris nodded in reference to Mikey being the beneficiary and glanced out the window at him. “Short of walking the property line with a gat over your shoulder, I have no idea.”
 
   “Gat? Gat? What’s a gat?”
 
   “A gun,” I said. “Although I think he was actually referring to a rifle.”
 
   “Yeah, like I’m going to walk around carrying a rifle.” Bill had mussed his perfect hair style, but I decided it might be prudent not to mention it. He had a little bit of the Alfalfa hairdo at the moment, with strands sticking straight up in the air.
 
   Chris stood and began pacing opposite his brother. “Listen, bucko, we’re supposed to be here on vacation, celebrating me adopting Ace. How do you think we feel? So far this hasn’t been very relaxing. Pamela and I thought we’d get away from the restaurant for a few days and leave civilization behind. Instead we find an old stiff, a new stiff, and a town full of greedy, gold-hungry people.”
 
   “And don’t forget about the Police Chief having a heart attack here,” I added.
 
   “You’re not helping, cupcake.” Chris sounded angry, but I was pretty sure I wasn’t the object of his ire. “And now that I think about the will, I think we’d better keep a close eye on Ace. Who knows what these people are capable of?”
 
   “Well, I’m staying,” Bill said. “I told Stephanie I wouldn’t be home until we had this straightened out. Plus, I think you’re right about keeping an eye on Ace, and I can help watch him.” He stopped pacing and stood with his feet apart and a grim look on his face.
 
   “You go ahead and cool your heels, but we’re going to finish our vacation and we’re going to have a good time. You can join us or you can take a hike.” Chris turned and stomped out the front door. The screen door creaked and slammed behind him.
 
   Bill and I looked at each other. “Is he always like this? What’s he ticked off at me for?”
 
   “It’s not you. He’s only like this when Mikey might be in danger, or when dead bodies turn up unexpectedly.” I smiled, hoping he’d understand I was joking about the dead bodies. Mikey was another matter.
 
   He smiled in return. “My brother is an unusual man. I think the fact that he resembles Humphrey Bogart has had an impact on him and his life.”
 
   I laughed wholeheartedly. “Ya think?”
 
   Bill looked embarrassed. “I only meant – ”
 
   “I know what you meant, and I didn’t mean to embarrass you. I live and work with the Bogey Man on a daily basis and I’m used to his mannerisms and antics. It might interest you to know that the customers at our restaurant love Chris. We’ve got regulars who come in because they enjoy the food, but more than that, they adore Chris and the atmosphere. Did Chris tell you that two of our waitresses look like Marilyn Monroe and a Myrna Loy? And we have a waiter who resembles George Raft. Our other waitress doesn’t look like anyone famous, but she dresses the part, 1940s style.
 
   “People take to Chris everywhere we go. In some cases I think it’s because he reminds them of a more romantic era. He embraces Bogart’s persona and uses it to his advantage because people love it. And so does he.”
 
   “You call him the Bogey Man?”
 
   “It’s a term of endearment.”
 
   Bill scratched his chin. “My brother means a lot to you, doesn’t he?”
 
   “He’s the best thing that ever happened to me, but I’d never tell him. It would go to his head.” I grinned, knowing Chris knew exactly how I felt. “He’s been good for Mikey, too. That child adores your brother.”
 
   “I noticed Ace imitates Chris. Is that a good thing?”
 
   “You bet it is. Chris is honest, he has integrity, and he’s fun. He brightens our day, every day.” I was getting carried away, but it was all true. Chris was no saint, but he was ours and I wouldn’t change a thing about him.
 
   Creak, bang!
 
   Chris was back. “What’s going on in here? What are you two jawin’ about?”
 
   “You, Bogey Man. I think you and your brother need to become reacquainted with each other. You’ve spent too many years going in different directions. Jimmy said, and I quote, ‘Don’t any of you leave town,’ so this is the perfect time for a mini family reunion. I just wish I had a sister or brother to turn to from time to time.”
 
   Chris and Bill studied each other for a moment before Bill held out his hand in a gesture of brotherly love, or maybe friendship. Maybe both. Chris shook hands with him.
 
   “Chris, do you really think Mikey could be in danger?” I asked.
 
   “I hope not, but these people really want that gold.”
 
   I walked to the window and watched our son. The dogs were right next to him, and that made me feel better. They’d never let anyone bother Mikey.
 
   “What about old Henry’s nephew?” Bill asked. “Won’t he feel like he has a right to the gold and silver?”
 
   Chris tipped his head to the side and shrugged his shoulders. “He’s read the will, but he didn’t say anything about the contents. We’ll have to wait and see. I guess he could get an attorney and fight it. He didn’t act too concerned about it though. I got the feeling he’s happy doing exactly what he wants in that grocery store of his.”
 
   “Gold, silver and a bunch of lunatics. How much worse could it get?” Bill sat down and rubbed his eyes and face before leaning back and loudly sighing.
 
   Experience told me things could get a lot worse if we weren’t careful.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
   Chris and Bill decided to check the yard to see how much damage last night’s visitors had done. Bill wanted to see how many holes had been dug. Mikey lagged behind. 
 
   “Mom, what does Ace mean? I know Dad calls me that all the time, but I’m not sure what it means. I like it though.”
 
   “Well, if something is really, really good, like high quality, then you call it aces. In World War II, they used to call some pilots flying aces. I believe that meant they were the best at their jobs. So I guess it’s a nickname for a top quality guy. You know, Mikey, your father thinks you’re the best.”
 
   Mikey grinned from ear to ear. “I just wondered.” He ran out the front door to find Chris and Bill.
 
   “Don’t slam the – ”
 
   Creak, bang.
 
   “Too late,” I said to myself. 
 
   It had been another long morning and glancing at the clock I saw it was eleven-thirty. I headed for the kitchen to make sandwiches, but had second thoughts before I got there. Maybe we could have a little fun with the good people of Serenity.
 
   “Chris,” I yelled out the door. “Would you come here for a minute?”
 
   He waved at me and headed for the house. “What is it, Duchess? Don’t tell me you found another body.”
 
   “Funny guy. No, I just had a brainstorm. Why don’t we all drive into Serenity and have lunch at the Burnt Bun? It might be fun to see how many guilty expressions we see on the local faces.”
 
   Chris grinned. “Sometimes you’re crazy like a fox, Sunshine. I hadn’t even thought about doing something like that. They’re not going to expect us in town and surprise can be a good weapon, if you use it right.”
 
   “I’ll put the dogs in the house while you round up Mikey and your brother.” I whistled and the dogs came running, looking for a treat. Thinking ahead, I always kept a few dog cookies in my pocket and rewarded them for coming so quickly.
 
   The Bogey Man waved at Mikey and Bill, motioning them to come to the house. “We’re gonna go eyeball the locals while we have chow at the Burnt Bun. See if anyone looks guilty.”
 
   “The Burned Bun? Oh, that sounds like a treat.” Bill started to turn his nose up, but caught himself and looked downward, trying to hide an expression of distaste.
 
   “It’s Burnt with a t, and you’re in for a surprise,” I said. “We had dinner there last night which, unfortunately, is where everyone heard about Mikey finding old Henry and his loot, but the food was delicious – homemade, hot and tasty.”
 
   “I guess you’d know since you own a restaurant. Mom told me you serve gourmet food and she said I should come for a visit. Should I?”
 
   “We do and you should.” We were very selective about the food we served our customers, and I was delighted to hear Judith had been bragging about the restaurant. It was time for Bill and Stephanie to come see us. We’d been to their place, but they’d never visited us.
 
   Bill turned to Chris and gave him a look. “What was wrong with your job as a mailman?” he asked. “Not enough excitement?”
 
   “Don’t start,” Chris said, with a warning in his voice. “You were always quick to judge.”
 
   Mikey jumped in before things could get ugly. “Let’s go eat. I’m hungry.”
 
   “You’re always hungry,” I said.
 
   “I’m a growin’ boy, or at least that’s what Grandma Judy tells me.”
 
   Chris patted his pocket and turned to me. “You got any lettuce? I left my wallet on the dresser.”
 
   “I’ve got money in my purse,” I said, holding it up for him to see. I’d grabbed it when I put the dogs in the house.
 
   “I’ll drive,” Bill said. He sighed and added, “Lunch is on me.”
 
   Mikey and I climbed in the back seat of Bill’s Dodge dually with a little help from Chris. The truck had big tires and it was a high step to get into it. 
 
   “This sure is a big truck, Uncle Bill. How come you need such a big truck?”
 
   “It’s for work,” he replied. “I need something sturdy at the work sites.”
 
   “Oh. Dad’s friend has a construction business, but his truck isn’t this big.”
 
   I could see Bill’s face in the rearview mirror and he looked quite pleased with Mikey’s comment. It seemed like men were always trying to outdo each other, and I guess the size of a truck meant something to Bill’s masculinity. Go figure.
 
   Mikey kept talking. “Big D – that’s what his friends call him, and we’re his friends – has a littler truck, but he’s bigger than you. Mom calls him a gentle giant.”
 
   I patted Mikey’s knee. “Shhh.”
 
   Bill’s eyes did a quick check in the rearview mirror before he turned away.
 
   Just like the night before, it took us about twenty minutes to drive into Serenity. I saw two people turn their heads away when they saw Chris in the truck. Pay dirt right off the bat. Their guilt was almost palpable.
 
   Chris turned to look at me over the back of his seat. “While we’re in town we’ll stop and jaw with the flatfoot. Maybe they’ve figured something out by now.”
 
   “I’d also like to stop in the store and pick up a few groceries while we’re here,” I said.
 
   “Isn’t the word flatfoot kind of disrespectful?” Bill asked.
 
   “Nope. It’s part of the forties lingo,” I said, saving Chris from having to answer. “And if you’re going to hang around with us, you’ll probably want to get used to the way we talk.” I glanced at him in the rearview mirror. 
 
   He glanced back and didn’t say anything else.
 
   “There’s the Burnt Bun,” Mikey said, leaning forward and pointing. “I wonder what they have for lunch. I hope it’s as good as dinner was last night.”
 
   “It looks like they’ve got a big lunch crowd, too,” I said. “Maybe we’ll be able to find out a few things – like who had it in for Charlie.”
 
   We piled out of the truck once Bill found a parking space big enough for the truck, and trekked back to the diner.
 
   Entering, we saw that Essie had put up a sign telling people to seat themselves. She and her husband stood behind the counter. Joe appeared tired, and Essie looked like she’d been crying. With Charlie’s death, I wasn’t surprised. If this place was anything like Bogey Nights, they’d probably become close to their employee.
 
   Joe saw us and after offering us a limp wave of the hand, returned to the kitchen. I couldn’t tell if he had a guilty look on his face or not. His expression was unreadable.
 
   “There’s only one table left,” Essie said, approaching us. “Same one you had last night. I’ll give you a minute to look at the menu before…” She suddenly stopped talking and started to cry.
 
   I put my arms around her and patted her back. “It’s okay, Essie. I’m sure Charlie was a good friend. Go ahead and cry it out.”
 
   She took me at my word, apparently, and sobbed for a minute before sniffling and pulling a tissue out of her apron pocket. “I’ll be back in a minute.”
 
   We sat down at the table and Bill leaned forward, speaking quietly. “Did you notice how quiet it got when we walked in?”
 
   “Yes,” I said. “It’s either awfully good food or a lot of guilty consciences, or maybe both.”
 
   Chris leaned back in his chair and studied the other customers, putting on his best Bogey face. He pulled on his earlobe and rolled his upper lip under. Tipping his head back, he narrowed his eyes and watched everyone down his nose. I had a feeling if he’d been wearing a hat he would have pushed it forward, lowering it on his forehead to give himself a mean look.
 
   A man at the next table glanced up and when he saw Chris watching him, he immediately picked up his glass and took a gulp of water, choking on it. His wife pounded on his back and whispered in his ear.
 
   “Don’t mind him,” she said, smiling sweetly at Chris. “He hasn’t been drinking long.” She turned back to her husband, looking disgusted with him, and gave him a final hard pat on the back.
 
   Bill surprised us all when he stood up and took in all the faces in the room. “If any of you were at the Perry farm digging for gold last night, then I want to give you a warning. Try it again and you’ll be sorry.” He sat down and clamped his lips together, reminding me of his father, Chris Sr., except I’d never seen his father look so put out.
 
   “Think that’ll hold ‘em?” he asked quietly.
 
   “Probably not,” Chris said, letting his upper lip unroll.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
   Essie finally came out and took our orders. She seemed to have calmed down, at least for the moment, but I had a feeling it wouldn’t last long based on her expression.
 
   “Can I ask for something special?” Mikey asked.
 
   “It depends on what it is,” Essie replied. “What is it you’d like?”
 
   “Well, could I have a BLT, except leave off the lettuce and use peanut butter instead of mayonnaise?” Leave it to Mikey. He wanted a peanut butter, bacon and tomato sandwich.
 
   “Well, I’ll be darned,” Essie said. “I thought I was the only one who eats a PBT sandwich.”
 
   “No, ma’am, my mother makes them for me. And peanut butter is good for little boys.” He thought about what he’d said for a moment. “Even if they aren’t so little anymore.” He’d had his eighth birthday not too long ago.
 
   After we placed our orders Chris excused himself and disappeared into the kitchen to see Joe. He wasn’t gone long. “He said he was too busy to talk to me, and he wouldn’t look me in the eye. He practically gave me the bum’s rush.”
 
   Bill turned his chair toward me. “Bum’s rush?”
 
   “That means he practically kicked Chris out of the kitchen. If he’d used force, it would have been the real deal.”
 
   “It looks like I’ve got a lot to learn if I’m going to spend some time with the Cross family.” Honestly, Bill didn’t look too happy. If anything, he appeared worried.
 
   Essie arrived with our food and placed plates in front of each of us. She was quiet and didn’t try to chat like she had the night before. “I’ll be back with your drinks,” she said. “I should have brought those first.”
 
   “This is really good bacon, Mom.” Mikey dug into his sandwich like he hadn’t eaten once already. Of course, breakfast had been cold by the time he ate, and he’d already cleaned his plate when I’d come into the house, so maybe he’d thrown it away. I probably would have. Cold eggs aren’t very appetizing.
 
   “Let’s just finish eating and hit the bricks,” Chris said.
 
   We ate without conversation, paid our bill and left. Conversations picked up as we walked out the door, and I noticed Bill’s back stiffen.
 
   “This is a strange town. I don’t know if I like it.” Bill followed us toward the police station.
 
   Chris laughed. “You need to relax and take things as they come. I have a feeling this is going to be one of the most interesting trips you’ve ever taken. In fact, I’m sure of it.”
 
   Opening the front door of the police station I noticed there were only two rooms to be seen. The main room had a small waiting area and a counter, behind which a young woman stood, watching us. Behind her I could see a small room, probably the Chief’s office. Jimmy sat at the desk and stood when he saw us.
 
   “We’re here to see Jimmy… Uh, Officer Stubbin,” I said to the young lady behind the counter.
 
   “Come on back.” Jimmy called to us. “I don’t have much to report, but if you know what’s going on, you can keep an eye on things out at your place.”
 
   Chris pushed open a swinging half-door and held it while the rest of us trooped through toward the small office.
 
   The room was small enough that we had to scrunch together to fit inside the space. There was only one chair other than the one Jimmy had been sitting on, and the men insisted I use it.
 
   “I’ll make this brief,” Jimmy said, sitting down behind the desk.
 
   Mikey seemed to lean toward him, apparently wanting to hear what had been determined.
 
   Jimmy studied Mikey for a quick moment before speaking. “I guess your son has probably heard all kinds of things on TV, so this shouldn’t be any big deal to him.
 
   “Charlie, as you know, was hit over the head. Doc thinks maybe someone hit Charlie with the shovel we found.”
 
   “Is that it?” Chris asked.
 
   “Well, it looks like somebody hit him in the face before using the shovel.”
 
   “In your opinion, Officer Stubbin, do you think his death had to do with the treasure hunt everyone was involved in?” Chris leaned in just as Mikey had done.
 
   “There’s no way to know,” Jimmy replied. “I’d make that assumption, but a good police officer doesn’t make assumptions. We look for facts. I’ll be talking to my uncle about this, too. He’s home from the hospital, but he won’t be coming back to work for a while.”
 
   “I meant to ask about him,” I said. “Please give him our best.”
 
   “We said a prayer for him,” Mikey volunteered. He smiled at Jimmy and the dimple on the right side of his face was front and center. Reaching across the desk, he patted the flatfoot’s hand. He’d been hanging around with me too much.
 
   “He’ll appreciate that.” Jimmy smiled back at Mikey and looked down at their hands.
 
   Mikey pulled away, looking a little self-conscious.
 
   “Do you know if Doc is in his office?” Chris asked. “We’d like to speak to him, too.”
 
   “He should be, but he won’t be able to tell you any more than I have.”
 
   “I just want his take on this whole thing.” Chris made me feel he had something up his sleeve.
 
   I didn’t say anything, deciding to keep my mouth closed and wait to see what Chris had in mind.
 
   Jimmy gave us directions to Doc’s office and we hot-footed it over to the building. It was only a block away. Small town.
 
   Doc was in and escorted us back to his office. “Your timing is good,” he said. “We close for lunch so I’ve got about fifteen minutes before anyone comes in.”
 
   “Doc,” Chris said, “Jimmy said it appeared Charlie had been hit in the face before he was killed. Is that true?”
 
   “Yes. Every indication is that someone belted him a good one before hitting him with the shovel. Why do you ask?”
 
   Chris was quiet for a moment and we all waited while he collected his thoughts. “Now, this is just me, but I would think if someone hit him in the face it would indicate anger. The shovel might have been a follow up when the anger built up beyond a fist fight. Was there any indication that Charlie had hit someone? Bruising on his hands or anything like that?”
 
   “Nothing,” Doc replied. “If you’re right, then I’d have to assume the killer got in the first and last punch before he killed Charlie.”
 
   “And that would make the murder a lot more personal,” I said. Things were taking a turn I hadn’t expected.
 
   Bill watched and listened with a thoughtful look on his face, but he didn’t say anything.
 
   “Thanks, Doc. You’ve been a big help. It sounds like Charlie kissed the canvas before he could defend himself.” Chris held out his hand and the two men shook.
 
   I turned to Bill to translate, but it was obvious he’d understood the kissing reference. Charlie was knocked down before he could fight back.
 
   “I think I’d better talk to Jimmy about this.” Doc stood, bringing out visit to an end. “I’ll call him right now.”
 
   Chris rolled his upper lip under and studied the doctor. “Yeah, the copper has two angles to eyeball now.  It coulda been about the gold and silver, but my gut’s telling me it wasn’t. Did Charlie have any enemies you know of?” He pulled on his ear lobe before sticking his hands in his pockets.
 
   “I didn’t know him that well,” Doc replied, smiling. “He and my wife were friends years ago, but… You might talk to Essie and Joe. They probably knew him better than anyone. Charlie kind of kept to himself, as far as I know. He was a quiet one.”
 
   Chris nodded.
 
   “You sure remind me of Humphrey Bogart.” Doc continued to smile. “All you need now is a good murder to solve. Hey! Ya got one. How about that?”
 
   “Yeah, how about that?” Bill said. There wasn’t even a hint of humor in his voice.
 
   “We’ve done this before,” I said.
 
   “Yeah, this isn’t our first rodeo,” Mikey added.
 
   Bill and Doc both turned to Mikey with surprised expressions on their faces. After all, how often does an eight-year-old talk about investigating a murder?
 
   “But you’re not the police,” Bill said.
 
   Chris narrowed his eyes at his brother before turning and leaving Doc’s office.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Sixteen
 
    
 
   Chris stayed a few steps ahead of us all the way to Bill’s truck.
 
   “Aren’t you going to talk to Essie and her husband?” Bill asked. “Maybe you should.”
 
   “You go talk to them.” Chris sounded put out about something. I had a feeling his brother had inadvertently stepped on his toes with his remark about us not being coppers.
 
   “But – ”
 
   “Look, pal, you’re wet behind the ears when it comes to this kind of thing. Follow my lead, will ya? If we go back to the diner right now, everyone will clam up again. We need to go back when the place isn’t packed and we can really jaw with Essie and Joe. I think either they know something, or they were there digging right beside everyone else. When we go back, keep your peepers open and shut your pie hole while I talk to them. Watch to see if anything I say hits the target.”
 
   “Yeah, okay.” Bill sounded like his balloon had burst. I had a feeling he wasn’t used to his brother taking over. He struck me as someone who always wanted to be in control, but in this instance no one really had any control.
 
   Remembering I wanted to pick up a few things at the store, I told everyone to wait in the truck for me. Mikey decided he’d rather go with me, so we left the brothers to their own devices while we shopped.
 
   I was checking avocados to see if any of them were ripe when Mikey plucked at my sleeve.
 
   “Mom, is that what it’s like to have a brother?”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Uh, it doesn’t seem like Dad and Uncle Bill like each other very much.”
 
   “Oh, sweetie, they love each other. They just look at life in different ways. Bill wants to be in charge of everything and your dad won’t let him. I think it makes your uncle feel like he’s losing control. I also think he’s figuring out he’s out of his element this time.”
 
   “Out of his element?”
 
   “He doesn’t really understand what’s going on. There’s been a murder, and he’s never been around anything like that before. His element is going to work every day and coming home to Stephanie at night. He’ll watch football or something on TV over the weekend and then go back to work on Monday.”
 
   “We watch football.”  Mikey thought for a moment. “But we have mysteries in our element, too.”
 
   I smiled at my son. He was a real pip sometimes. “Yes, Mikey, mysteries are part of our element.”
 
   I picked up some hamburger and buns, along with the avocado, lettuce and the rest of the makings for barbequed hamburgers. We’d had a busy two days and I didn’t feel like making a big dinner. Chris could do the cooking this time. I’d heat up some beans and fries and call it good.
 
   We were checking out when Stu approached us, looking very serious. “How are you doing?” he asked. “I heard about what happened to Charlie out at your place.” He shook his head. “He was such a nice guy.”
 
   “Did you know him well?” I asked, while transferring the groceries from the cart onto the counter.
 
   “Pretty well. We went to school together. My wife and I have known him most of our lives.”
 
   “Did he have any enemies in this town?” Trying to sound nonchalant wasn’t possible, so I just blurted out my question.
 
   The clerk who was ringing up my purchases kept her head down and seemed to be concentrating on not looking at us.
 
   “None that I know of.” Stu bit his lower lip. “Well, there was a rumor sometime back that he’d found himself a new lady friend, but I never saw her. Supposedly she already had a man in her life who wasn’t happy when Charlie tried to edge him out.”
 
   “Who told you that?” I asked.
 
   “Actually, it was Charlie. He wanted advice about what to do. We were having a beer after work one night and he started to tell me the story, but we were interrupted and he never finished telling me. I don’t know who the woman was, or who the other man was.”
 
   “Do you think Essie or Joe might know more about it?”
 
   “You could ask, but they were good friends so they might not be willing to tell tales. Joe’s known Charlie almost as long as I have, so if he confided in anyone else, it would have been Joe. Yeah, I think it would have been Joe. He’s a closed-mouth kinda guy though.”
 
   “I’ll mention it to Chris,” I said. “He can talk to Joe and ask him about it. Nice visiting with you, Stu. Stop by out at the farmhouse and we’ll talk again. I know Mikey would like to hear more about old Henry.”
 
   “I’ll do that. You’re out at the Perry farm, right?”
 
   “Yes, sir,” Mikey said, “and I know my mom will give you iced tea and cookies while we talk.”
 
   “In that case I’ll make it a point to stop by.” Stu left us at the cash register while he went back to work.
 
   Arriving back at the truck we found Chris and Bill staring out of opposite windows. Rolling my eyes, I wondered if these two men could ever call a truce.
 
   Chris saw me and climbed out of the truck. He put the bag of groceries on the floor of the truck and helped Mikey and me into the back seat.
 
   “I’ve got news,” I said, ignoring the quiet atmosphere.
 
   “What’s that?” Bill asked, sounding more polite than interested.
 
   “It seems that Charlie may have been involved in a love triangle. I ran into Stu and he filled me in on what little he knew. He suggested we talk to Joe about it because Joe and Essie were close friends with Charlie.”
 
   Chris nodded and Bill just looked at me.
 
   “Isn’t anyone going to say anything?” I asked.
 
   Chris looked over his shoulder at me while Bill started the engine. “What do you want us to say?”
 
   “I want you and Bill to get it together and start talking to each other. I want the two of you to work together on this thing. I’ll bet Jimmy’s never worked on a murder before. The most unlawful thing that ever happens in this town is probably someone jaywalking. Chris, you’re as sharp as they come. And, Bill, you’re so organized it’s practically illegal. You two could learn a lot from each other and maybe solve a murder in the process.” With that I clamped my lips together as I’d seen Bill do and stared out the window. I’d had my say, and now it was up to them.
 
   The drive home was quiet. Mikey seemed to sense he should let the men make up their own minds about whether or not to try to get along.
 
   We drove past the long line of cottonwood trees and parked by the front door. Chris helped Mikey and me out of the truck and picked up the grocery bag.
 
   He licked his lips and turned around, almost walking into Bill.
 
   “Pamela’s right,” Chris said. “Let’s bury the hatchet.”
 
   “My thoughts exactly,” Bill said. “If Stephanie were here she’d be telling me what a control freak I am and that I should quit it.”
 
   That was honest.
 
   “When I’m wrong, I’ll admit it. Solving a murder with the Cross family might be fun, if I can get past wanting to tell everyone what to do.”
 
   My mouth dropped open. “Fun?”
 
   “Okay, poor choice of words.” Bill turned to Chris. “You surprised me when you were talking to that Doc guy. I never would have thought about the anger angle of this case.”
 
   “Get him,” Mikey said. “Now we’re on a case.”
 
   I nudged him with my elbow. It wasn’t the time to make jokes. The brothers were beginning to thaw a little.
 
   “Why don’t you and I go back into town in a little while and talk to Essie and Joe?” Chris asked. “Pamela and Ace can take a break and enjoy some vacation time while we’re gone.”
 
   Bill held out his hand to press the skin with Chris. Oh, good grief! I was beginning to think like Chris, even thinking in terms he’d use in speech. They shook hands and climbed back into the truck.
 
   Bill’s parting words concerned me. “Don’t let people dig around the property while we’re gone.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Seventeen
 
    
 
   The dogs were barking and Mikey let them out of the house while I put the groceries away. After checking the dogs’ water, I sat down next to my son on the porch.
 
   “Mom, you don’t think people would dig holes in the yard while we’re out here, do you?” Mikey was concerned about trespassers, thanks to his uncle’s comment.
 
   “No, son, I don’t. Your Uncle Bill probably scared half the town off when we were at the diner and he issued his warning. He can be kind of intimidating. I’d be surprised if anyone came back looking for gold.” Glancing at Sherlock and Watson, I knew we had two big dogs to protect us, too.
 
   I watched a truck crawl slowly by the end of the driveway while I spoke. Whoever it was seemed to be studying the property – and us. I stood and stepped to the right because Mikey’s attention was on me and I didn’t want him to see the truck. His eyes followed me. The truck moved on.
 
   “But just to be on the safe side, I’ll keep the cell phone in my pocket. Better to be safe than sorry,” I said, smiling encouragingly at my son and patting my pocket.
 
   “I’m gonna get the shovel and start filling in the holes everyone dug last night. Okay, Mom?”
 
   “Why don’t you let your dad and Bill do that? On second thought, go ahead.” I could keep an eye on him and it would keep him busy. He was too small to fill in many holes, but it was something to do. “I’ll help you.”
 
   We found the shovel in the shed that Mikey had been using when he dug up old Henry. There were two, and I grabbed the other one, a spade.
 
   “Let’s start over there,” I said, pointing to the hole closest to the house. I wanted to stay as near to the house as possible. I still couldn’t believe we hadn’t heard anyone when they were digging. They must not have spoken a single word to each other. 
 
   Mikey was having similar thoughts. “You know, Mom, digging wouldn’t make much noise.”
 
   I nodded and began shoving dirt in the hole with my spade, wondering why the dogs hadn’t alerted us to everyone’s presence. I’d probably never know.
 
   “How could they see any gold in the dark anyway?” he asked.
 
   “I guess they couldn’t unless they used flashlights. Maybe they figured if they hit the gold they’d hear a clunking noise.”
 
   “I wonder if they’ll start calling Charlie old Charlie now, like they do old Henry.”
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   My son’s thoughts seemed to be flitting from event to event as though he had a movie playing inside his head.
 
   We’d filled in three holes, and Mikey was working on a fourth, when he stopped and gaped into the hole. “Mother! You’re not gonna believe this. I sure wish Danny was here so he could share in the fun.”
 
   “What about Danny?” I asked. I’d only been half listening while we worked. Filling the holes wasn’t as easy as you might think.
 
   “I said I wish Danny was here so he could see what I see, and we could have some fun.” Danny was Mikey’s best friend.
 
   “And what do you see?” I watched Mikey staring at the hole and realized we were in for a little more excitement.
 
   “Someone didn’t bring their flashlight last night.” He dropped to his knees and reached into the hole. I could see his shoulders moving while he dug with his hands.
 
   “What are you doing?”
 
   “Umm, it looks like old Henry really did bury something else here. There’s another bag like the ones that were buried with him.”
 
   “What?” I dropped my shovel and ran to Mikey’s side.
 
   “I can’t lift it, Mom.” He grunted and pulled on something.
 
   “It can’t be,” I said, dropping to my knees. 
 
   The bag was stuck in the dirt and even with both of us pulling, we couldn’t dislodge it. I wasn’t willing to wait for Chris to come home. Picking up my shovel, I began digging the dirt away from around the leather pouch.
 
   Hearing a noise, I turned toward the road in front of the farmhouse. The same truck I’d seen earlier pulled up at the end of the drive. A car pulled up behind the truck and idled by the side of the road, watching us.
 
   “Hurry, Mikey. Start filling in the hole.” I wasn’t sure how long they’d been watching, but it couldn’t hurt to make it look like we were just filling in another hole.
 
   “But, Mom – ”
 
   “Just do it, sweetie. Don’t turn around and look, but there are people watching and I don’t want them to know we found something.  We’ll dig this up later, after your father and Bill come home.”
 
   Just like his father would do, Mikey immediately turned and looked toward the street. With a self-conscious smile in the truck’s direction, he began filling in the hole as fast as he could.
 
    “Oh, boy,” I said, watching the truck start moving and turn into the driveway. I looked for the dogs. Watson was lying beside the grave again and Sherlock was sniffing the oak tree.
 
   The truck drove past the cottonwood trees and stopped. The driver climbed out and approached us. “Afternoon, ma’am,” a tall, slender man said to me. “What’cha doin?” He looked to be around fifty-five or so, and he had thick longish deep brown hair and a mustache. He wore work jeans and a tee shirt. Although he was slender, he had ropey muscles, maybe from some kind of hard work.
 
   Thankfully, the dogs came running over. After all, there was a fresh human here for them to sniff.
 
   “We’re filling in the holes people dug last night.” I stopped and fingered the cell phone in my pocket. “You seem awfully interested in what we’re doing. Can I assume you’re one of the people who was here last night? If so, grab a shovel and help us fill in your handiwork.” I tried to sound irritated and intimidating rather than worried.
 
   “No, ma’am, I wasn’t here last night, but I’ll help you anyway.” He held out his hand. “I’m Tony Hellman. I heard what happened to old Charlie. He was a friend and I wanted to see what was going on out here.”
 
   “See, Mom? I told you. Now he’s old Charlie.”
 
   “Hush, Mikey,” I warned.
 
   “Beg pardon, son?” Tony studied Mikey and me even while he took the spade out of my hands and began shoveling dirt into the hole.
 
   The dogs continued to sniff the man, but he didn’t pay them any attention.
 
   “I told my mom I wondered if people would start calling Charlie old Charlie, like they call Henry old Henry. That’s all.”
 
   “You know, Tony, we can do this ourselves. You might as well be on your way.” He was polite, but something made me nervous. Maybe it was just because he’d been watching us. Maybe it was something more.
 
   The dogs didn’t seem put off by the man, but their opinion wasn’t always on the mark.
 
   Glancing up I saw that the other car was still idling by the property. “Do you know who those people are?” I asked.
 
   Tony laughed, a pleasant and reassuring sound. “Sure. Those are the Dicksons. Chances are they were here digging last night. The whole town is buzzing about old Henry and his treasure. I have to admit, though, I was surprised to hear Charlie – excuse me, old Charlie – was out here digging last night. It just doesn’t sound like him. He wouldn’t have cared about buried treasure.”
 
   “Why is that?” I asked, stepping back and pulling Mikey with me. Tony was making me feel comfortable, and I had a feeling that wasn’t necessarily a good thing.
 
   Sherlock and Watson continued to study Tony. Their tails swung in large circles. I wondered if he had pets and my dogs were picking up a likable scent.
 
   “Because old Charlie had money of his own. Most people don’t know it, but he came from a wealthy family. Back in the day he decided he wanted to make his own way. His parents lived like paupers and it disgusted Charlie. He figured if they had money, they should enjoy life. Since they pinched their pennies so hard, he decided to get away before he became like them.
 
   “When they died, Charlie inherited everything, but he never told a soul he could buy or sell the little town of Serenity. Charlie was just Charlie.”
 
   “How do you know all of this?” I asked.
 
   He leaned on the spade and looked off into the distance. “Charlie and I had a history together. Yeah, we had a real interesting history.”
 
   “Really? Are you going to share or was that just a teaser?” I surprised myself with my bluntness.
 
   “There was a woman…” He continued to watch something and I had a feeling it was a memory playing itself out in his mind.
 
   The dogs finally sat down in front of Tony, looking expectant. Was this someone who might offer them a treat? They waited patiently, and so did I.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eighteen
 
    
 
   “Charlie and I went to college together,” Tony explained.
 
   “He went to college? And he had family money? Why was he working as a busboy at a diner?” I asked.
 
   “Let me start at the beginning and I guarantee you’ll understand.” He scratched his ear before continuing.
 
   “Mikey, would you go inside and get me a glass of iced tea?” I didn’t know where this was going, and I wanted him out of the way for a few minutes.
 
   “Sure, Mom, but hold the story ‘til I come back.” He ran to the house.
 
   “You don’t need to wait for my son,” I said, encouraging Tony to tell his story.
 
   He smiled. “There’s nothing in the story he couldn’t hear. Kids today are a lot smarter than they used to be.”
 
   “Be that as it may…”
 
   “Okay, Charlie and I met at college we became good friends. After we graduated we moved to California and got good jobs. He was a financial wizard and I was, um, not so much of a wizard. I couldn’t make it in the business and I kind of trailed along on his coattails.
 
   “Then Charlie’s parents died within a few months of each other. His mother died of cancer and his father had a killer heart attack. I came back to Serenity with him to take care of business, and while we were here we met Jonni. She was new in town.”
 
   “Don’t tell me,” I said. “You both fell for her and that was the end of the friendship.”
 
   “Not exactly. Charlie fell for her and I pegged her as a gold digger. He fell hard and he wouldn’t listen to me. I tried to tell him she was a train wreck waiting to happen. We had an argument and I took off, heading back to California.”
 
   “So were you right about this woman?”
 
   “Yes. At first he was very generous with her. She could do no wrong in his eyes, and he couldn’t spend money on her fast enough. He called to tell me how wrong I’d been about her, but I thought I could hear doubts in his voice. So I came back to see what was going on.”
 
   “And?”
 
   “Jonni took a liking to me. Since she had Charlie under her thumb, she figured she could get away with a little romance on the side. She flirted her little heart out. I figured – and remember, I was young – that if I took her up on her offers, Charlie would see the truth and get rid of her.”
 
   “Did he?”
 
   “Yeah. He got rid of both of us. I tried to tell him why I’d done what I’d done, but he wouldn’t listen. Jonni left town for parts unknown, and I returned to California.
 
   “I didn’t see Charlie for years, and on a whim I came back here about three years ago. Charlie was working at the diner. I guess he’d fallen pretty hard for Jonni because he said he’d just given up after that. He wanted his freedom more than a corporate job and a woman on his arm.”
 
   The screen door creaked and slammed, and I looked up to see Mikey carrying two glasses of iced tea.
 
   “By the way,” I said, “contrary to what you thought, that isn’t a story I’d want my son to hear. He’s only eight, and he’s already seen enough of the wrong side of life.”
 
   “That’s okay. The rest of the story is tame. Besides, I left out some of the dirty details because of you being a stranger, and because you appear to be a nice woman.”
 
   Mikey approached us and handed a glass to me and the other to Tony. “I thought you might want a cold drink since you’ve been helping us fill in the holes.”
 
   I hadn’t even noticed, but while we’d talked Tony had finished filling in the hole we’d been working on and started filling another.
 
   Stu had said Charlie was recently involved with a woman. The story Tony told had to do with history, not the present.
 
   “Did Jonni ever come back to town?” I asked.
 
   “No. Neither one of us ever heard from her again.”
 
   “Who’s Jonni?” Mikey asked.
 
   “Just an old friend of Charlie’s,” I replied, not giving Tony the opportunity to say anything I might not approve of.
 
   “Oh.” Mikey picked up my spade and began filling another hole.
 
   I glanced around the yard. How many holes had people dug? None of them were very deep, but still… I nonchalantly dug my heel in the soft dirt of the hole containing the leather bag. I didn’t want to lose track of which one it was.
 
   “Are you aware of anyone Charlie was seeing recently?” I asked, turning back to Tony.
 
   “No. He dated a little off and on over the years, but he never got serious about anyone again.”
 
   So either Tony didn’t know about the mystery lady or he was lying.
 
   Glancing up I saw Bill’s truck pull up next to the car by the side of the road. Chris leaned out the window and said something to the driver, and the car pulled away. Bill drove up to the house.
 
   Chris hurried over and stood beside me. “Who’s this?”
 
   “This is my husband, Chris,” I said, looking up into Tony’s eyes.
 
   He held out his hand. “Tony Hellman. I just stopped to visit with your wife and ended up helping her and your son fill in some holes. It looks like you folks had some ambitious treasure hunters here last night. You’re the talk of the town.”
 
   Chris took him time in grasping Tony’s hand, letting him know he wasn’t too happy about the unexpected visitor.
 
   “Well, I guess I’d better get moving.” Tony fished his keys out of his pocket. “Nice talking with you Mrs.… I never did get your name.”
 
   “Pamela Cross. Nice talking to you, too.” I left it at that.
 
   He handed me the empty glass and headed for his truck.
 
   I handed the glass to Mikey. “Would you please take this inside?”
 
   He took the glass and slowly walked toward the house. I had a feeling he was hoping to hear Chris and me talk about our visitor.
 
   “What did that guy want?” Chris asked.
 
   Before answering I turned to make sure Mikey was out of earshot. He was.
 
   “Tony was an old friend of Charlie’s. He told me a story about Charlie and a femme fatale from their past. According to him, the woman took Charlie for a lot of money before she left town. This was years ago and didn’t have anything to do with the killing.”
 
   “Or so Tony says.”
 
   “Yeah, according to him. I think he was being honest though. He said he didn’t know anything about Charlie being involved with anyone recently. If they were such close friends, you’d think he’d know something.”
 
   “You’d think. But if he had anything to do with Charlie’s death, then you wouldn’t hear the real story.”
 
   “Did you and Bill find out anything while you were in town?”
 
   “Not much.”
 
   Bill joined us, asking who the stranger was.
 
   Chris explained and told Bill the story Tony had told me.
 
   Bill cleared his throat and looked at me. “Did you believe him?”
 
   “Yes, I did. But let’s face it. We really don’t know any of these people. How would we know if they were lying or not?”
 
   Chris shrugged. “We had a chance to sit down with Essie and Joe, but we didn’t learn much. Essie said Charlie had been acting jumpy lately, but she didn’t know why. Joe just shrugged it off, saying nobody really knew what went on in his life.”
 
   I watched Mikey walk back from the house. “From what Stu said, I thought they were pretty good friends with Charlie. What you’re saying sounds like they weren’t all that close to him.”
 
   “It’s like Bill said earlier. This is an odd little town. I have a feeling there are a lot of secrets buried around here.”
 
   “Do you mean more bodies?” Bill asked, sounding shocked.
 
   “No, I meant that figuratively.” Chris rolled his eyes and I bit my tongue to keep from laughing. Bill didn’t see it.
 
   “So what now?” I asked.
 
   “Now we wait to see if anything else happens. We’re not the coppers, and there’s nothing else we can do.”
 
   “Yes, there is.” I turned in a circle, studying the property. I didn’t see any more vehicles lurking around. “Come see what else your son found.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Nineteen
 
    
 
   “The last time Ace found something it was a dead body. Are the police on their way?” Bill asked.
 
   “Certainly not,” I replied. “He didn’t find another stiff. Now help me find the hole that’s been filled in and has a heel print in it.”
 
   We found three with footprints. Chris and Bill had walked right over the recently filled holes. Only one had my smaller heel print.
 
   “Dig here,” I said, “but if you see anyone coming, cheese it.”
 
   “Cheese it?” Bill asked.
 
   “Get away from the hole and run. Well, don’t really run, but walk nonchalantly to another part of the yard. And try to look innocent.”
 
   “What’s this all about?” Chris asked. “You two didn’t find more treasure, did you?”
 
   Mikey had joined us and brought the dogs with him. “You never know,” he said, giggling.
 
   “I’ll take care of this.” Bill picked up the spade and began turning dirt out of the hole. Chris stood quietly and watched. It didn’t take long because the leather pouch wasn’t buried deeply.
 
   “There’s something here,” Bill said, tossing the spade aside.
 
   “We told you there was something buried there. You didn’t believe us, did you?” Mikey stood, hands on his hips.
 
   “Mikey, show a little respect. Your Uncle Bill is new to this kind of thing.” Chris was grinning.
 
   Bill dropped to his knees and began trying to work the bag out of the ground. “Would you get over here and help?” He sounded cross and frowned up at Chris.
 
   “You’re doing just fine.”
 
   Chris knew what was coming and he continued to grin.
 
   Bill bent over and Sherlock was all over him, licking his hair and arms. Watson sniffed his legs and rear end.
 
   “Would you get these stupid dogs off me?” Bill jumped up and pushed Sherlock away. “What’s the matter with these mutts?”
 
   “They like people,” Mikey said.
 
   “Especially when they’re on the ground and within easy reach,” I added.
 
   “Come Sherlock. Come Watson.” Chris snapped his fingers and the dogs left Bill’s side.
 
   Bill dropped to his knees again, keeping a sharp eye on the dogs. He held up his hand, palm facing the dogs, and said, “Stay.”
 
   Two yellow Labs sat, simultaneously, but Sherlock was so excited his rear end barely touched the ground.  I knew it would only take one lapse of judgment on Bill’s part and the dog would be all over him again.
 
   Bill looked surprised. “Huh. You’ve trained them pretty well. Now how do I make them really stay away from me?”
 
   “Ace, you keep an eye on the dogs,” Chris said. “Let’s see what you’ve found.”
 
   Chris got down on his knees and helped Bill loosen the grip the dirt had on the bag. Then, with one big tug, it came loose. Bill lost his grip and went flying. Chris sat, holding the pouch.
 
   Mikey couldn’t stand it any longer and ran to Chris’s side. “What’s in it? What’s in it?”
 
   “The leather ties are in a knot, Ace. Years and the weather have sealed this thing tight. I’m going to have to cut them to get this open.”
 
   “Let’s take it in the house.” I reached out for Chris’s hand, intending to help him up, but he didn’t need any assistance.
 
   Bill walked past me, toward the house, mumbling something about dogs, holes and dead bodies. “Don’t take that dirty bag in the house,” he said. “Drop it on the porch and I’ll get a knife.”
 
   We sat down on the porch and waited for Bill. He only took a minute to find a good, sharp knife. “Stephanie would have a fit if she saw what was going on around here. She’s such a neat freak.”
 
   “You should talk,” Chris said. “When we were kids you’d have fit if you got too dirty. I can remember you changing clothes a couple of times a day. I’m surprised you got into the construction business, as dirty as that job is.”
 
   Bill scowled at Chris before cutting the ties on the bag.
 
   “Dump it out,” Mikey said. “Let’s see what it is.”
 
   Chris dumped the pouch on the porch.
 
   “Well, twinkle, twinkle little star,” Bill said reverently as he picked up a gold coin. “I can’t believe this.” He started to laugh and thumped Chris on the back. “I just can’t freakin’ believe this.”
 
   “Watch your language around my son, please,” I said.
 
   “Yeah,” Chris said, thumping Bill’s back.
 
   I thought he might have thumped a little harder than his brother had done to him.
 
   “What was it you said a while ago?” Bill asked. “Cheese it?” He pointed toward the road.
 
   I saw Jimmy’s police car heading for our driveway.
 
   Chris scooped the gold back into the bag. “Listen. If we tell Jimmy about this, the entire town will be out here tonight. Let’s just put it in the house until the dust settles.”
 
   I nodded. He had a good point.
 
   Bill helped him finish picking up the coins and they threw the bag inside the front door.
 
   Creak, bang.
 
   Jimmy drove past the cottonwood trees and pulled up to the house. After climbing out of his car, he adjusted his holster and gun before approaching us. “What’s going on out here?” he asked.
 
   “Nothing, Officer Stubbin,” Mikey said. “Us chickens are just sitting here jawin’.” He grinned from ear to ear and had a guilty look on his face.
 
   “Mikey, why don’t you go inside and get Jimmy a glass of iced tea. I’ll bet he’s parched after the long drive out here.” I had a feeling if I had a mirror I’d see guilt written all over my own face.
 
   “Is there a problem?” Bill asked.
 
   Jimmy looked surprised. “Nope. Not unless you’ve found another body. I’m just passin’ the time of day. Is there something wrong out there? You’re all acting sort of funny.”
 
   Chris stood and tipped his head back a little, narrowing his eyes and looking down his nose at Jimmy. It almost looked like he was challenging the flatfoot. “Well, we found a little more gold, but we didn’t want to tell you because of last night. If the people in Serenity find out there’s more treasure, they’ll be all over this place like flies on honey.” He hooked his thumbs in his pockets and waited for a response.
 
   My husband, the blabbermouth. Well, he’d probably done the right thing.
 
   Jimmy licked his lips before responding. “You found more gold, you say. Hmm.” He hooked one thumb in his pocket, like Chris, and rested his other hand on his holster. “And you weren’t going to tell me. Seems to me we’d better have a talk about this. That gold could be evidence in either one of the murders.”
 
   “No,” Bill said. “It wasn’t anywhere near the scene of the murders. That gold belongs to Ace and it’s staying here.” He sounded like he might growl, given enough provocation.
 
   “Where did you find it?” Jimmy asked, ignoring Bill.
 
   Chris pointed to the hole in the ground.
 
   Jimmy glanced from the hole near us to the one under the oak tree. “I think you’re right. It probably isn’t evidence. And we wouldn’t want people digging all over your property again, would we?”
 
   For some reason, I was hearing a maturity in Jimmy that I hadn’t noticed before. It surprised me.
 
   “Jimmy? How’s your uncle doing?”
 
   “Just fine, ma’am. He’s at home now. I drove over and talked to him about Charlie and all the goings on out here. He’s trusting me to do the right thing. To do right by everybody. I know the people of Serenity aren’t giving you the best impression of the town, but this business with the bodies and the gold is the biggest thing to ever happen around here.”
 
   I zeroed in on the fact that the Chief was trusting Jimmy to take care of a murder investigation. No wonder he sounded different.
 
   “I do have some news though, and I want to ask a favor,” Jimmy said.
 
   “What’s that?” Chris asked.
 
   “Let me know if anyone comes around asking questions. I mean someone who’s not looking for treasure. There’s something going on that I can’t quite put my finger on.”
 
   “Well, there was a guy named Tony Hellman who stopped by earlier. He told me about his and Charlie’s past friendship and problems, and he helped me fill in some holes.”
 
   “Interesting,” Jimmy said. “Tony and Charlie don’t have a past friendship, only past problems.”
 
   It was Chris’s turn to frown. “This guy was out here talking to Pamela and filling her head with all kinds of stories. You wanna tell me about him?”
 
   Jimmy looked at me. “Did Hellman tell you he went to college with Charlie?”
 
   I nodded.
 
   “That part’s true. However, they weren’t friends. I heard Charlie tell my uncle the story about Hellman in the diner one day when we were taking a break. Charlie had a girlfriend in college and Tony lured her away. Charlie was nuts about her and never forgave him. Hellman showed up here about a year ago. It seemed like he just enjoyed getting under Charlie’s skin. He needled him about the girl.
 
   “By the way, she left Tony after a couple of years of marriage. He was a drinker with an attitude and she couldn’t take it. I guess he got kind of rough with her when he drank.”
 
   “This sure doesn’t sound like the man I met this afternoon,” I said. “He seemed pretty normal. I wonder why he took the time to stop and lie to me.”
 
   “I think you’d better be more careful in the future,” Chris said, frowning.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty
 
    
 
   “He told Charlie about this?” I asked. “Rubbed the marriage in his face?”
 
   “Pretty much. He told Charlie he ruined the woman for any other man, making it sound like he had a double meaning.” Jimmy’s lips formed a straight line across his face before he went on with the story. “Charlie was beside himself. I guess this woman was the love of his life, and he couldn’t stand the thought of Tony being with her.”
 
   “Why did Tony come here?” Chris asked.
 
   The copper’s lips took a downturn before he spoke. “Don’t know. He just showed up, rented an apartment and took a job at the local feed store. I don’t like this guy. He seems to enjoy bothering people, and he still drinks a lot. I’d like to have run him out of town as soon as he turned up, but there was nothing I could do.”
 
   “Is it possible, after all these years, that Charlie hooked up with this woman? Could she be here in town?” I asked.
 
   “If she’s here, no one ever mentioned it.” Jimmy rubbed the back of his neck. It had been a long day for him.
 
   “Is there anyone new around here by the name of Jonni? He said that was her name.”
 
   “Nope. We don’t get too many newcomers, and there certainly isn’t anyone by that name around here.”
 
   “So,” Chris asked, “do you have any suspects? Anybody look good for Charlie’s murder?”
 
   “Not yet, but I’ll be asking Tony where he was last night. He’s what they call a ‘functioning alcoholic’. He shows up for work every day and does his job, but most of the rest of the time he’s drinking. That boy is trouble with a capital T.”
 
   I chuckled inwardly at Jimmy calling the older man a boy. Jimmy was just a boy himself.
 
   “So no suspects?” Bill asked.
 
   “Well, you folks, of course. You were all here last night.”
 
   “You don’t really think we could have killed him, do you?” I was indignant that he might suspect us. Why would any of us kill Charlie?
 
   Jimmy smiled. “No, ma’am. I don’t really think any of you did it. No motive, other than him digging up your yard and trying to steal the gold, but half the town was out here last night doing the same thing.”
 
   A slight exaggeration, but I let it pass. Half the town?
 
   “What about the gold we just found?” Bill asked. “Are you going to take it into town with you? Or can we – uh, Ace – keep it here?”
 
   “If you’ve got a safe place for it, there’s no reason for me to take it in. I know what the will said about an heir, so it belongs to your son,” he said, looking at Chris. “Of course, Stu could always contest the will, but I don’t think he will. That’s just not his style.”
 
   “I’ve got just the place for it,” Bill said. He let the comment about contesting the will fly right over his head.
 
   “Okay, well, I’m heading back into town to look into Hellman’s whereabouts last night. If you need anything, call me.”
 
   “Are you on duty all the time?” I asked. I knew Serenity had a small police force, but really.
 
   “I’m always available, but no. I’m not on duty all the time. We have two other officers besides me. Delbert Hickman is on vacation and John Rosebutz will be on duty tonight.”
 
   Mikey giggled.
 
   “Rosebutz? Is he a relation to old Henry?” Chris asked.
 
   “Can you believe it? They’re no relation. Who’d have thought we’d have two people with a distinctive name like that from a town this size without them being related?” Jimmy shook his head. “Although, with all this gold showing up I’ll bet he wishes he was a nephew or something. Anyway, I’ll have him cruise by your house during the night, just in case.”
 
   Jimmy left, giving us a final warning to keep our eyes open.
 
   “I’d better get the barbeque started,” Chris said. “I don’t know about you, but I’m hungry. Bill, why don’t you go inside and get the meat. Pamela can fix something to go with the burgers. Ace can supervise the barbequing.” Chris grinned at our son.
 
   Chris and Mikey headed for the barbeque while I stood with Bill and surveyed the property.
 
   “You know, Bill, this could have been a lot worse.”
 
   “How do you figure?”
 
   “At least they only dug in the dirt. They could have dug up the grassy part of the yard.” I turned and walked to the house, ready to cut tomatoes and an onion.
 
   I heard Bill groan as I walked away.
 
   I took the things I needed out of the refrigerator and found a sharp knife. I hummed to myself, glad for a few minutes of peace and quiet.
 
   “Just so you know, I’m putting the sack of gold in the attic,” Bill said.
 
   I jumped, not having heard him come into the house. Maybe I was getting used to the sound of the screen door.  “Okay. That’s probably a good place for it. I didn’t even realize the place had an attic.” I patted my chest, willing my heart to slow down.
 
   “Sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you. There’s a pull-down door in the hallway. You wouldn’t notice it unless you were looking for it. It’s really more of a crawl space, but I stored a few things up there.”
 
   “Good hiding place, from the sounds of it.” I looked Bill in the eye for a moment. “I’m really happy to see you and Chris getting along so well.”
 
   He set the dirty leather pouch on the kitchen table and sat down in one of the chairs. “My brother and I are so different. He’s more like Mom – kind of flighty. I’m more like our father. He’s quiet and kind of a no-nonsense kind of guy. Well, I guess I’m not always quiet.”
 
   “No, you’re not. You know, Chris isn’t really flighty. He’s as dependable as they come. He’s really been good for both me and Mikey.”
 
   “Okay, then let’s say he’s a non-conformist. The point is, we’re very different in a lot of ways. I’ve always put my head down and done what needed to be done. Chris always took things as they came and made the best of them. And honestly? This Bogey thing kinda gets on my nerves.”
 
   “You’ll get used to it,” I said. “And really, Bill, he doesn’t imitate Bogart all the time. Just when it’s a means to an end or he’s being cute.”
 
   “Cute? Chris?”
 
   “The women who know who Bogey is just go nuts when your brother goes into Bogey mode. It’s actually helped us on some of our cases. Give him a break, Bill. Just because you do things differently doesn’t mean Chris is wrong.”
 
   My brother-in-law nodded. “I guess you’re right. He’s surprised me with some of his ideas about last night’s fiasco. He seems to know what he’s doing.”
 
   “And remember,” I said, “we’ve never actively sought out any of the cases we’ve handled. People came to us for help.”
 
   “You call them cases?”
 
   “Only because I don’t know what else to call them. After all, we’re not private investigators, even if we act like we are sometimes.” I started cutting the onion and my eyes teared up. I sniffled.
 
   Bill stood and picked up the pouch. “I’d better get rid of this.”
 
   I wondered if he thought I was crying.
 
   A few minutes later I glanced out the window and saw Mikey and the two men surrounding the barbeque. I smiled to myself, thinking about how many blessings I had in my life.
 
   Setting the table kept my hands occupied, but my mind wouldn’t let me rest. I wondered who’d really killed Charlie. And why had they picked our yard as a scene for the crime? Was Tony just your average everyday liar? Could I have been standing in the yard with a killer? Who else might have had it in for the busboy from the Burnt Bun?
 
   My last thought gave me a chill. What would this night bring?
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-one
 
    
 
   There’s nothing quite like a barbequed hamburger, or a barbequed anything for that matter. I heated some beans and baked some French fries to go with the burgers. Stu’s store had a small deli and I’d picked up some potato salad, too.
 
   After eating we sat out on the porch and, as Chris would put it, chewed the fat for a while. He and his brother spoke of childhood memories and had a laugh or two. Mikey laughed loudest of all, enjoying the stories.
 
   Bill told Chris how proud of him he was for adopting Mikey and being a good father to him. I listened without commenting and let the men have the evening. In a way, I wished I had a female friend there to visit with in the kitchen.
 
   Instead, I eventually left them talking, after reminding Chris to make sure Mikey didn’t stay up too late, and took my book upstairs to read before going to sleep. I hoped we’d have an uninterrupted night. Too bad hopes aren’t absolutes.
 
   I wasn’t sure what time Chris came to bed, but when I awoke and looked at the clock it was two o’clock in the morning. He was sleeping deeply, not even snoring. His snoring had been a bone of contention between us once upon a time. Eventually I’d gotten used to it and found it to be almost a comforting sound.
 
   Sitting up, I listened for a moment. Had I heard something outside or were the occurrences of the previous night making my imagination work overtime? I listened again. The noise came from inside the house. I heard footsteps in the living room. One of the dogs made a snuffling sound. It was loud, not the sound of a sleeping dog.
 
   I heard the creak and bang of the screen door just before Bill’s voice boomed and the dogs began barking.
 
   “I told you people not to come back here,” he yelled. “I’ve got a gun and I’ll use it if I have to.”
 
   Those words spurred me into action. I reached over to poke Chris, but he was already climbing out of bed.
 
   “What’s going on?” he asked.
 
   “Your brother’s at it again, and so are the treasure hunters.” I threw on a bathrobe while Chris pulled on his jeans, and I headed for the living room, stopping for a quick look at Mikey. He was stirring, but not yet awake.
 
   I heard quick footsteps and turned in time to see Chris run out the front door. I followed him.
 
    Creak, bang!
 
   People were yelling and engines were starting. Bill and the dogs had frightened people. He was holding his rifle high in the air for everyone to see. I couldn’t make out faces as people ran for their vehicles.
 
   Chris had already gotten the dogs under control, to a point. They stood next to him, but they wouldn’t sit.
 
   Creak, bang.
 
   “Mom, what’s going on?” Mikey stood by my side, rubbing his eyes.
 
   “Back in the house, Ace,” Chris said. “I don’t want you out here right now.”
 
   “But Dad – ”
 
   “Now! I don’t want you out here.”
 
   Mikey slowly walked, backwards, toward the house.
 
   Hand on my hip, I pointed at the house with my other hand. “Your father said now, and he meant it. And take the dogs with you.”
 
   My son turned toward the house and hung his head, still managing to walk as slowly as possible. “Come on, Sherlock and Watson. We’re not needed here.”
 
   “Bill, what are you doing?” Chris said. “You’re not going to shoot that rifle so put it away.” He sounded angry, and I couldn’t blame him.
 
   “Yeah, well… These people are getting on my nerves. And who knows? One of them could be dangerous. We did have a murder here, if you recall.” Bill lowered the rifle to his side.
 
   “There will be no shooting,” I said. “Not tonight or any other night. I won’t have you waving guns around with Mikey so close by.”
 
   “Gun,” Bill said. “It’s one gun and I wasn’t waving it around. I just held it up so they could see it. It isn’t even loaded.” He sounded disgusted. “What do I have to do? Sit on the porch all night long so they’ll stay away?”
 
   I tapped Chris on the shoulder. “Honey, there’s someone walking toward us.” I could see a male figure coming out of the shadows near the oak tree and heading our way.
 
   Chris and Bill turned toward the figure and I watched as both men took a stance with their feet apart. Chris folded his arms across his chest and Bill lifted his rifle over his shoulder, making sure it could be seen.
 
   The figure closed in on us.
 
   Creak, bang.
 
   The dogs pushed the screen door open and rejoined us, watching the man and standing quite still. Their hackles were up.
 
   “Stu? What are you doing out here?” I asked. “I mean, really, if you want the gold, just say so. You don’t have to dig for it with the others.” I was astonished to see him on the property.
 
   “Don’t misunderstand,” he said. “I only came out to see what was going on. I could hear cars driving past the house and it was so early in the morning. I knew something was up. I didn’t have to worry about Jean waking up, so I decided to see if they were on their way back out here. Obviously, they were. I thought maybe I could put a stop to the treasure hunting.”
 
   I glanced at Chris. He looked skeptical. “So what were you doing over by the oak tree?”
 
   “Since I was here, I wanted to see where they found ol’ Henry. I understand that’s where they found Charlie, too. My curiosity got the best of me.” 
 
   “What about the gold?” I asked.
 
   “Frankly, Pamela, I think over the years the legend has grown. I doubt there’s nearly as much hidden gold as people think. I’m comfortable and I don’t need your son’s inheritance. To be honest, I’ve gotten quite a kick out of that will.” Stu smiled, accentuating his comments.
 
   “Uh huh.” Bill looked even more skeptical than Chris. He cleared his throat. He knew who Stu was because we’d filled him in after he’d first arrived, but he hadn’t met him yet.
 
   “Oh, Stu, you haven’t met my brother-in-law yet. He owns this property and he’s tired of people digging it up. Anyway, Stu, this is Bill.”
 
   Stu held out his hand and Bill grudgingly took hold while they shook.
 
   “If you’ve got any pull in this town, make these people leave us alone.” Bill lowered his rifle from his shoulder. He looked like he was challenging the man.
 
   “Well, I’ve got a little pull around here, although not much. I’m the mayor of this town, although that doesn’t mean much. I’ll see what I can do.”
 
   Chris and Bill immediately relaxed. I guess finding out Stu was an official made him a bit more dependable in their estimation.
 
   Taking the hint from the brothers, both dogs relaxed, too.
 
   “Well, tell them they’re ruining a perfectly good vacation for us,” I said.
 
   “And I’m tired of losing sleep every night,” Chris added.
 
   “Yeah, and I’m tired of filling in holes.” Mikey had quietly returned and stood behind me.
 
   “Ace, I told you to go inside,” Chris said.
 
   “But everybody left. I can stay outside now, can’t I?”
 
   Chris couldn’t argue with that logic. He turned his gaze back on Stu.
 
   “Why don’t you tell the people my brother has a hot temper so it might be best if they stay away?” Chris laid his hand on Bill’s shoulder.
 
   “I don’t have a hot –”
 
   “Yes, you do,” Chris said. “For our purposes, you’re a big lug with bats in the belfry. Got that?”
 
   “Sort of, but – ”
 
    “It can’t hurt for people to think you’re a little bit nuts. At least we might get some sleep. Now go put your rifle away.” I sounded like I was telling my son to put away his toys.
 
   Stu smiled at each of us in turn. “I’m sorry you’ve had such a time of it. Serenity really is normally a very serene town. People just go crazy when there’s gold to be had – or, at least they think there’s gold buried out here.”
 
   Chris rocked back on his heels and looked Stu square in the eyes. “I’m kinda surprised they came back since Charlie was bumped off out here. You’d think a murder would scare them off. You got any ideas about that?”
 
   “Not a one,” Stu replied. “Now I’m going home and maybe you folks can get a little more sleep.”
 
   “I think shut eye is out of the question for me. I may just sit on the porch and eyeball things for a while. My gal Friday can keep me company.”
 
   “What’s a gal Friday?” Bill asked.
 
   “My assistant.” Chris snickered.
 
   “Your gal Friday is going inside to get some more sleep. Your guy Thursday can sit with you.” I gave Bill a pointed look. “Come along, Mikey.” I took hold of his hand and led my son back to his bedroom, with him moaning and complaining each step of the way.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-two
 
    
 
   I slept for a couple of hours and awoke to find Chris softly snoring next to me. Looking in on Mikey, I found him and the dogs sound asleep, one dog on each side of him. Normally they slept on the floor, but I didn’t disturb anyone.
 
   Not seeing Bill, I assumed he was still asleep, too. I was wrong. I found him sitting at the kitchen table with his head in his hands.
 
   “What’s up, ya big lug?” I asked.
 
   Lifting his head, he grinned at me. “Not much. This lug couldn’t go back to sleep.”
 
   “Unlike your brother,” I said. “He’s sawing logs in our room.”
 
   “Yeah, the little twerp knew I wouldn’t sleep. He’s probably dreaming about me sitting on the porch and keeping an eye on the property.”
 
   “I’m assuming things were quiet after I went to bed.”
 
   “They were. Stu stayed and talked to us for a few minutes. After he left, it was quiet as a church – except for all the bugs around here. Those crickets really get on my nerves. I think I heard frogs, too. Have you and Chris done any exploring? There’s a small creek a ways behind the house.”
 
   “Mikey found it our first day here,” I said.
 
   I measured coffee grounds out of the canister and turned on the coffeemaker. “So what did Stu have to say?”
 
   “Not much. He said the people in town are freaked out about Charlie’s death, but apparently the call of gold is stronger than their fear.”
 
   “Ya think?”
 
   “Pamela, maybe you were right. Maybe we should all go home and let things take care of themselves around here. After all, we don’t know these people. We don’t have any obligations to them.”
 
   “You’re forgetting one itty bitty thing. We can’t leave because we’re suspects in Charlie’s death, even though Jimmy knows we’re not likely killers. And, honestly, I’d like to do a little digging into Charlie’s past. I’d like to know more about Tony, too. He seems like the most probable suspect, but appearances can be deceiving. For such a quiet little town, it seems to have its share of intrigue. Love triangles, killings, hidden gold and who knows what else?”
 
   Bill studied me while I took bacon and eggs out of the refrigerator. “You’re kind of enjoying this, aren’t you?” he said. “I mean, you’re already thinking of people and things to investigate.”
 
   I smiled. “Like Mikey once said, this isn’t our first rodeo. Think about it. With our history Chris and I probably, actually, have more experience with murder than Jimmy ever will. We might see something he’s missed. This isn’t one of those little towns you read about in books where there’s a murder every other week. Know what I mean?”
 
   He thought about what I said before replying. “Mom’s told me about some of the things you and Chris have been through. Maybe you’re right.” He looked thoughtful again. “And maybe I’ll do a little digging of my own on the property. It is my place, and there could be more gold out there.” He pointed toward the front door.
 
   Laughing softly, I said, “Gold fever. I do believe you’ve got the fever.”
 
   He looked embarrassed. “Every little bit will go toward Ace’s college fund, right?”
 
   “Right.” I began frying the bacon and before I could start the eggs Chris, Mikey and the dogs showed up.
 
   “I smell breakfast,” Chris said, sniffing the air.
 
   “Me, too,” Mikey said. He rubbed his tummy. “It seems like a long time ago since we had dinner.”
 
   “What have you two been up to?” Chris asked, sitting across from his brother.
 
   “I’m going to look for gold and your wife is going to solve a murder.”
 
   “Is that a fact?” Chris glanced longingly at the coffeemaker, not too concerned about our plans. 
 
   I poured two cups, handing one to him and one to Bill.
 
   Mikey sat down on the chair next to Bill. “Can I help you look for gold?”
 
   “Sure, Ace. I can always use a partner. After breakfast we’ll figure out where we want to start digging.”
 
   Mikey fed the dogs and gave them fresh water while I scrambled the eggs. My son, who was being uncharacteristically helpful, made the toast. The bacon was draining on a paper towel. Chris set the table and Bill watched the activities. Both men looked tired. Mikey, on the other hand, was a chipper as they come.
 
   After breakfast Chris helped me wash and dry the dishes while Mikey changed into jeans and a t-shirt. He was ready to start digging. Kids are so resilient. I wished I had half his energy.
 
   “Come on, Ace. Let’s get busy.” Bill led our son outside and they started examining the holes left by our early morning intruders.
 
   I watched out the window for a few minutes before heading for the shower. Chris beat me to it, but I didn’t have to wait long. With a smile, he passed me in the hallway and headed outdoors to join the expedition. After showering, I did the same.
 
   While they poked the ground with sticks and dug, only in the dirt per Bill’s instructions, I walked around the house, checking to make sure no one had dug up the grass.
 
   “Pamela, come here,” Chris called. “I found something interesting.”
 
   I walked toward him. “Don’t tell me. Another leather pouch?”
 
   “Not even close,” he said, holding something in his hand.
 
   Standing next to him, I looked at what he held. Taking it out of his hand, I looked closer. It was a watch, and it had Charlie Duncan’s name engraved on it. “Where’d you find this? By the oak tree?”
 
   “No, and that’s what’s interesting. It was lying on the ground where those people were digging up the yard last night. I have a feeling someone other than Charlie dropped it.”
 
   “Do you remember if Jimmy said Charlie had been robbed? Because this would probably mean someone took his valuables.”
 
   “Jimmy didn’t say. I think we’d better call him and let him know what we found. I’ll ask him about the watch, too.”
 
   Mikey ran up to us. “What’s goin’ on over here? You guys find some more gold?”
 
   “No, Ace. But we may have found a clue about Charlie’s murder.” Chris showed the watch to Mikey.
 
   “I don’t get it. Why is that a clue?”
 
   “Charlie’s body was found over by the oak tree. I found this on the other side of the yard by your uncle’s truck.” Chris stuck the watch in his pants pocket.
 
   “Maybe Charlie was digging over there,” I said.
 
   “I would have seen the watch yesterday,” Chris said. “No, I think someone dropped it last night. It looks like someone was digging next to the truck because yesterday there were no holes near it. I think the killer might have been here last night. It’s too bad we couldn’t see people’s faces. Maybe Stu recognized the cars, or maybe he was close enough to see them.”
 
   “Well, Dad, I guess you really did find a clue.” Mikey looked up at his father. “Know what it means?”
 
   Chris smiled. “I found a clue but I don’t have a clue what it means.”
 
   “You’re funny,” Mikey said, deserting us and heading back to Bill’s side.
 
   “Don’t you think we’re being a little blasé in front of Mikey about finding a dead body?” I asked.
 
   “I wouldn’t worry about it. He knows what happened, but he didn’t see anything. And remember, Ace has been through this kind of thing before. It ain’t his first rodeo.”
 
   “I’ve heard that phrase too often lately. I wish it was his first exposure to this kind of thing, even from a distance.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-three
 
    
 
   After showing the watch to Bill and asking if he knew anything, Chris called Jimmy and told him what he’d found. I listened while they talked. “Did it look like Charlie’d been robbed?” Chris asked.
 
   I pushed the Speaker button on the phone so I could hear what was said.
 
   “No. His wallet was in his pocket and it had money in it. Why?”
 
   “Because I just found his watch and it wasn’t near where he was killed. I think the murderer was here last night.”
 
   “Last night? What happened last night?” Jimmy asked.
 
   “The town treasure hunters put in another appearance.”
 
   “Why didn’t you call me?” The copper didn’t sound very happy.
 
   “My brother went outside with a gun – ”
 
   “Your brother took out after them with a gun?” Now he was beginning to sound angry.
 
   “Wait, wait,” I said. “It’s not like it sounds.”
 
   “Bill had a rifle he was waving around to scare them off, but it wasn’t loaded,” Chris said.
 
   “Uh huh. And what if one of the so-called treasure hunters had a gun with him? Your brother is playing with fire. You just told me you thought the killer was out there last night.”
 
   Chris was quiet for a moment. “I hadn’t thought about that. Do the people around here generally carry guns?”
 
   “No, but it only takes one. I’m driving out there. See you in about twenty minutes.” Jimmy hung up without waiting to hear more.
 
   “Wait!” Chris said, but he was too late.
 
   “Who was that?” Bill asked, opening the screen door and holding it for Mikey while they entered the house.
 
   “The local flatfoot,” Chris said. “He’s on his way over, and I think you’re toast. He’s got a beef with you, so you might want to keep your head down.”
 
   “A beef about what?” Bill asked.
 
   “The fact that you scared people off with a rifle last night,” I said.
 
   “But it wasn’t loaded.” Bill shook his head.
 
   Mikey was glancing at each of us, nodding his head. “Yeah, what about that?”
 
   “The copper had a good point.” Chris looked his brother square in the eyes. “What if one of those people had brought a gun to the treasure hunt?”
 
   “Why would anyone bring a gun to look for treasure?” Bill was mystified.
 
   “Maybe because someone came tearing out of the house screaming at them the night before,” I suggested.
 
   “Oh.” Light dawned in Bill’s eyes.
 
   “Yeah, ya big chump,” Chris said. “What were you thinking? Oh, yeah, you weren’t. You shouldn’t have had a gun, loaded or unloaded, in your hands last night.”
 
   I glanced at Mikey and back to Bill. I could see Bill got my hint that he shouldn’t be talking about this in front of my son.
 
   He turned around and walked back outside without a word. The dogs followed on his heels and barely made it out before the screen door slammed.
 
   Creak, bang!
 
   “I think he feels bad about what happened,” I said, looking at Chris. “You were kind of hard on him, but under the circumstances, I guess you needed to be.”
 
   Chris didn’t reply. He went through the kitchen and out the back door.
 
   I followed him and watched him out the window. He headed toward the small creek at the back of the property. His shoulders were squared and his back looked rigid.
 
   “Why don’t you go with your dad,” I said, looking at Mikey. “I’ll go talk to Bill.”
 
   He nodded and left by the back door with Sherlock and Watson by his side.
 
   After filling a bottle with water and adding some tea bags, I headed out the front door. I set the bottle in the sun to make sun tea and saw my brother-in-law standing under the old oak tree, studying the hole in the ground. I took my time and wandered over to him.
 
   “See anything interesting?” I asked.
 
   “I’m just trying to get this straight in my head. Why would someone come all the way out here to murder this Charlie guy?”
 
   “It may have been as simple as opportunity. Someone may have seen him out here and figured this was their best chance to get rid of him. More than location, I’m wondering why he was bumped off.”
 
   “It sounds like the guy that came out here and talked to you might have had a motive. What was his name? Tony?”
 
   “Maybe. We’ll do some digging and see if we can figure out what’s going on.”
 
   Bill was quiet.
 
   “Okay?” I asked.
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “Would you help us?” I had no idea why I asked him, but I had a hunch maybe he wanted to be involved,  more so than he was willing to admit.
 
   “You bet. In fact, I think I’ll drive into town and do a little digging.”
 
   “Would you mind explaining?” I asked.
 
   “I think I’ll stop in at the Burnt Bun for a cup of coffee. I might hear something. After that I believe I’ll do a little shopping at Stu’s store. I think we might need more eggs.” He winked at me, letting me know he wanted to talk to Stu and he wanted to be nonchalant about it.
 
   “Well, I think you should wait until Jimmy gets here. I’m pretty sure he wants to talk to you.”
 
   “All the more reason to leave now. Bye.” Leaving me standing there, he walked over to his truck and swung up onto the seat. The truck was so high he surprised me. Guess he’d had a lot of practice.
 
   Bill left and Jimmy showed up about ten minutes later. They must have passed each other on the highway.
 
   As he drove past the cottonwoods along the driveway, Chris and Mikey came around from behind the house. My son carried his flip flops in his hand. Apparently he’d been wading in the creek. Father and son were smiling, and I was glad I’d sent Mikey after my Bogey Man.
 
   Chris stood where Bill had been parked and waited for the copper to approach him. Sherlock and Watson sat by his side and eagerly awaited their new friend.
 
   “Let me see the watch,” Jimmy said, without preamble. “Charlie kind of hoarded his money, but I know he bought himself an expensive watch.”
 
   Chris handed it over and studied Jimmy, seeming to watch for a reaction.
 
   “Yeah, this is Charlie’s, okay. It was the one thing I saw him show off. I never figured out why a watch would be so important to him.” Jimmy looked up and glanced around the yard. “Where’s your brother?”
 
   Chris, true to form, rolled back on his heels and rolled his upper lip under. The Bogey Man was about to put in an appearance. He reached up and tugged on his ear lobe. I was so used to seeing this performance that I sometimes felt like I should give him a nudge to hurry him along. I didn’t though. I smiled instead.
 
   “I know you’ve got a beef with him, but the chump knows bupkis about dealing with people. He blew outta this place, so you’re gonna have to cool your heels and jaw with us instead. He’ll have to face the music later.”
 
   Jimmy glanced at me and I thought he wanted a translation.
 
   “He means – ”
 
   “I got it. Your brother-in-law went on the lam to avoid me.”
 
   “Lam?”
 
   “I watch old movies from time to time.” The flatfoot looked quite pleased with himself.
 
   Chris grinned. “I think this is the beginning of a beautiful friendship,” he said, quoting Humphrey Bogart.
 
   “Now let’s talk,” Jimmy said, nodding his head.
 
   Speaking over my shoulder, I headed for the house. “Okay, but I want you to understand Bill isn’t on the lam. He drove into town to see if he can find out anything about what’s been going on.”
 
   Sherlock and Watson escorted Jimmy to the house by sniffing every inch of him, or as much as they could reach while walking.
 
   “No one’s going to open up to your brother-in-law. He threatened them with a gun, not to mention he’s a stranger.” Jimmy stumbled over Sherlock but caught himself before falling. He didn’t lose his temper or yell at the dog. He didn’t even make a face, but just recovered and kept walking. That said a lot about his character. 
 
   I liked this young man.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-four
 
    
 
   I led the way to the kitchen, my favorite place to sit and talk, and sat down at the table.
 
   Jimmy, Chris and Mikey joined me. Sherlock and Watson sat next to the flatfoot, one on each side of him. They continued to sniff his slacks.
 
   “Didn’t you tell me you have a small puppy?” I asked.
 
   “Yes, although he’s not so small anymore.” He patted the Labs big heads and gently shoved them away.
 
   Mikey eyed a package of cookies I’d bought at Stu’s store. 
 
   “Son, would you please bring the cookies over? I’m ready for a snack.” It was actually close to lunchtime, but once in a while I like to give in to my baser desires, and it wouldn’t hurt Mikey. We’d just have a late lunch.
 
   Jimmy cleared his throat. “Look, folks, we’ve got to do something about all the treasure hunting going on around here.” He glanced at Chris. “And your brother pulling out a rifle isn’t going to help.”
 
   “I know,” Chris said. “Any new leads about Charlie’s death?”
 
   “Not really. Finding his watch might help though. Did you see any of the people who were here last night? Was anyone hanging out around the truck?”
 
   “I couldn’t see their faces,” Chris said. “But Stu was here, too, so he might have recognized some of the people. He may have seen someone digging near the truck, too. We talked to him last night, but at the time I hadn’t found the watch.”
 
   “Chris, your brother was going to stop by Stu’s grocery store. I wonder if he’ll ask about the watch and the truck.” I figured he should know.
 
   Mikey offered the dogs each a cookie and they left Jimmy’s side.
 
   The copper had a great poker face, I’ll give him that. The only reason I knew he was upset about Bill sticking his nose in things was because I saw his shoulders stiffen. Well, it was that and the fact he said, “Your brother needs to mind his own business.” He sounded quite irritated. 
 
   Chris, on the other hand, does not have a poker face. His lips pursed and his face turned a light shade of red. “My brother doesn’t know what he’s doing. You’re right. He needs to back off before he becomes bullet bait.”
 
   This time Jimmy wasn’t quite sure about Chris’s meaning. “Bullet bait?”
 
   “A target for a killer,” Chris said.
 
   “Huh. I hadn’t heard that one before.”
 
   I could almost see the flatfoot filing away the phrase for later use. He was enjoying Chris’s Bogey persona, regardless of the circumstances.
 
   “Let me try calling Bill on his cell phone,” I said. “Maybe I can talk him into coming home. After all, this is all my fault.”
 
   Two men and a boy turned to me in unison.
 
   “Well, I asked him if he’d like to help.”
 
   Chris pulled a cigarette out of his pocket. He doesn’t smoke, but sometimes he likes to Bogey a smoke to kill time, which meant he made a production of putting the cigarette in his mouth and letting it dangle from his lips like Bogart did in the movies. This told me he was stalling and wanted to choose his words carefully.
 
   “Uh, shweetheart, are you trying to get my brother knocked off?” I was wrong. He hadn’t been careful with his wording.
 
   “Of course not! I was simply trying to keep him busy. Unfortunately, I didn’t think ahead about what could happen.” I hung my head, sorry I hadn’t thought things through.
 
   “Don’t be too hard on her, Cross. I think your wife meant well.” Jimmy looked like he was fighting to keep a grin off his face. He seemed to enjoy not only Chris, but our banter – if you could call it banter.
 
   
  
 

Picking up the cell phone, I left the room and tried calling Bill. My call went straight to voice mail. “Bill, you need to come home. You could be in danger, and it’s all my fault. At the very least, call me back. Oh, this is Pamela. And don’t ask a lot of questions while you’re in town.” I returned to the kitchen.
 
   “Were you able to reach him?” Chris asked.
 
   “No. I had to leave a message. I asked him to come home or call me.”
 
   Jimmy stood. “I’ve got to get back to work. I’ll stop in and see Stu and ask who was out here last night. Tell your brother I still want to talk to him.”
 
   Chris nodded before he walked the copper out to his car. 
 
   Bill came home about an hour and a half later, grinning from ear to ear, which made me suspicious.
 
   “Did you get my message?” I asked.
 
   “Yeah, but you were too late. I asked a lot of questions and stirred things up a little.”
 
   “Oh, dear. Tell me you’re joking.”
 
   “Nope. I talked to everyone who would open up to me. Now you’ll have to excuse me. I drank a lot of coffee.”
 
   Watching him run into the house, I listened to the screen door creak and bang. Somehow it seemed like the sounds had an air of finality to them. I rolled my eyes, feeling like a drama queen. All he’d done was ask a few questions. How dangerous could that be? I knew from experience how dangerous it could be.
 
   I walked around the yard, checking to see if any more holes needed to be filled in. Looking up, I saw Chris and Mikey coming up the long driveway with the dogs. I hadn’t realized how quiet things were.
 
   “Where have you two been?”
 
   “We went for a walk. I saw my brother pull in. Where is he?”
 
   “In the house. He’ll be back in a minute.”
 
   The dogs made a beeline for a water bucket I’d put out and gulped down plenty of water. With their thirst quenched, they settled themselves on the porch, ready for a nap.
 
   Bill walked out the door and turned to stare at the screen door when it banged shut. “I need to do something about that door. I’m sure I’ve got some oil or something around here.”
 
   “I kind of like the sound,” I said. “I can’t explain it, but there’s something comforting about it, kind of like Chris’s snoring at night.”
 
   Bill shrugged and joined us in the yard.
 
   “So what happened in town?” Chris asked.
 
   “Not much, but I may have set things up for the killer to give himself away.” My brother-in-law was grinning again.
 
   “You what? What do you mean? What did you do, ya big chump?” Chris was decidedly unhappy, and that’s putting it mildly.
 
   Bill’s grin disappeared and he looked surprised. “I asked a lot of questions, and I kind of spread the word that we know things. I said we’d found possible clues out here.” His demeanor suddenly changed to irritation. “And don’t call me a chump again. Pamela asked me to help and that’s what I’m doing.”
 
   “Uncle Bill, that’s not the way to solve a case,” Mikey said. “Listen to my dad. He knows what he’s talking about. He’s done this before.”
 
   I reached out and pulled him to my side. I had a feeling this was one of those times when children should be seen and not heard.
 
   Chris dropped his head and studied his shoe for a moment before looking at his brother. “I know the Cupcake asked you to help, but not like this. You just made yourself a target, ya big…” He let whatever name had come to mind slip away. “I know we don’t always see eye to eye, but now we could all be in danger.”
 
   Without hesitation, Bill said, “I’m sorry. I really am. I didn’t think about any danger being involved.”
 
   I could tell Chris wanted to say more, but he let it go, at least for the moment. “Let’s talk about this later, after we’ve all had time to think about it.”
 
   The rest of the day was relatively quiet. Mikey and Bill did a little more treasure hunting, and Chris filled in holes. We had a late lunch and a late dinner.
 
   When we finally went to bed I said a short prayer asking for some uninterrupted sleep.
 
   Thankfully, no one came and dug in the yard that night. We all slept soundly. I awoke feeling refreshed and ready to face anything.
 
   Glancing out the window, I saw Bill washing his truck. Fat lot of good that would do with all the dust in the yard.
 
   He opened the driver’s side door of the truck with a damp rag in his hand, and leaned in. I saw him pick something up, read it, slam the door and stomp up to the house.
 
   Something about the stomping told me he wasn’t bringing good news.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-five
 
    
 
   I met Bill at the door. “What’s wrong?”
 
   “Chris may have been right.” He shoved a piece of paper into my hand.
 
   I read it and handed it back to him. “This could mean trouble,” I said.
 
   “Ya think?” He was angry and when he realized he was taking it out on me, he stopped cold. “I’m sorry, Pamela. It’s not your fault.”
 
   “What’s going on out here?” Chris asked. He stood wearing nothing but a towel, dripping on the hardwood floor. “I could hear you all the way in the bathroom.”
 
   Bill handed Chris the note, and he read it aloud. “Leave things alone,” it said. “Some things aren’t meant to be out in the open. If you care about your life, go home!” He turned and walked in the direction of the bathroom, leaving us standing and watching his back, before he stopped and looked over his shoulder. “This isn’t turning out to be much of a vacation.” He slammed the bathroom door behind him.
 
   Mikey and the dogs came running out of his room. “How come dad slammed the door?”
 
   “He and your uncle aren’t having a very good morning so far. Go get dressed and I’ll start breakfast.”
 
   “Could I just have cereal this morning?”
 
   “Sure. Why not? Maybe we’ll all have cereal today.” I really wasn’t in the mood to cook a big breakfast.
 
   Rubbing his eyes, he watched me for a moment before returning to his room.
 
   “Don’t forget to brush your teeth,” I called after him.
 
   “You have a great son,” Bill said. “I like Ace. Maybe one of these days Stephanie and I will have a son.”
 
   “I’m proud of him, although sometimes he seems a little too mature for his age. I’m not always sure Chris and I are good role models.”
 
   “Trust me, you are.”
 
   “Thank you.” Sometimes my brother-in-law surprised me.
 
   Sherlock was nudging me and I knew it was time for their breakfast, too. The dogs followed me out to the kitchen and I filled their bowls before setting them outside on the porch.
 
   “I heard it’s supposed to be hot and windy today.” Bill was making small talk, avoiding the question of the note.
 
   Sometimes I liked to tackle things head-on. “I wonder who left the note. I also wonder if it was meant specifically for you or if it includes all of us.”
 
   “If I were to make a guess, I’d have to say someone wants all of us to leave. Now the question is, did the killer really leave the note or was it one of the treasure hunters?”
 
   “I’m going to say we have to assume it was the killer,” Chris said. “Was there anything else in the truck besides the note?”
 
   We turned and saw him standing in the doorway, fully dressed.
 
   “I didn’t really look,” Bill said. “After I saw the note I didn’t think about anything else. Maybe I should take a look. The window was open, so someone could have just tossed it inside and left.”
 
   While I pulled cereal boxes out of the cupboard and set the table, the brothers walked out to examine the truck for clues. Mikey joined me in the kitchen. Glancing out the window, I saw the trees waving. The wind Bill had mentioned had come up. Maybe it would cool the air.
 
   The brothers returned empty-handed and sat down at the kitchen table.
 
   “Maybe we should just go home,” I said. I knew in my heart the next step could be something a lot worse than a poisoned pen note.
 
   “I need to take the note to the copper,” Chris said. “Maybe he’ll be able to do something about the handwriting. Maybe he’ll recognize it. It is a small town, after all. What kind of an idiot would leave a note in their own handwriting?”
 
   “One who figures he won’t get caught?” Bill picked up the note and read it again.
 
   “What note?” Mikey asked.
 
   “Oh, someone left a note for Bill in his truck,” I said. “Someone thinks we should just go home and forget about the treasure and Charlie.” Not wanting to scare my son, I tried to keep my tone light.
 
   He sat up straighter. “It seems to me we can let someone scare us off, or we can stay and fight.”
 
   I patted his back. “You’ve been watching too much television lately.”
 
   He grinned and scooped up a spoonful of cereal.
 
   Things were quiet for a few minutes while we ate.
 
   “Do you think we should leave?” Bill asked.
 
   Chris spoke slowly and thoughtfully. “Maybe, or maybe not. Who did you talk to in town yesterday? Did anyone seem discombobulated?”
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “Did anyone seem upset?” I translated.
 
   “Oh. Everyone seemed upset. Let’s face it. They all knew Charlie, and it seems like they all liked him.”
 
   “Not everyone,” Mikey said. He picked up his bowl and rinsed it in the sink before sitting down again. “Somebody out there is crazy like a fox and really didn’t like Charlie. Am I right?”
 
   “Your kid just cracks me up,” Bill said.
 
   Mikey grinned. “There’s lots more where that came from.”
 
   Chris looked proud of his son, which for some reason surprised me. “Your uncle is right, Ace. You’re a hoot, and we needed a little comic relief.”
 
   While I did the dishes, the brothers talked about the note and whether they really needed to worry. The general consensus was, they needed to worry.
 
   Glancing out the window I saw that the wind had already died down. The trees were barely moving in a light breeze.
 
   “Bill and I are going into town to see Jimmy,” Chris said. “Do you and Mikey want to go with us?”
 
   “I think I’ll stay here,” I said. “Mikey, why don’t you stay with me? We can walk down to the creek and do a little fishing.”
 
   “But there aren’t any fish in the creek,” he said.
 
   “All we need is a bamboo pole or a stick and some string and we can make sure if there are any fish or not. It might be fun, and it sure as heck would be more of a vacation activity.”
 
   Mikey thought for a moment. “Okay, Mom, I’ll stay here with you. Can I wade in the water?”
 
   “Absolutely.”
 
   After Chris and Bill left, Mikey and I went in search of something to use for a homemade fishing pole. We found a couple of long sticks in the shed, and I found string in the house. I attached a couple of safety pins at the end of the strings and we were ready to fish our little hearts out.
 
   “Where did you learn to do that, Mom?” A mother’s dream. My son was impressed.
 
   “My grandpa taught me. He taught me a lot of things.”
 
   “Like what?”
 
   The dogs followed us to the creek and while we walked I told Mikey a little about his great-grandfather.
 
   “I wish you’d known him,” I said. “I think you really would have liked each other.”
 
   Mikey nodded. “I’m sure I would have liked him. It sounds like he was fun.”
 
   “He was.”
 
   We sat down by the side of the creek and threw our strings in the water, hanging onto the poles. Actually, I think the sticks were called dowels. The dogs tried to go in the water but I made them wait because I was afraid they’d get caught up in the safety pins.
 
   The stream was surrounded by fir trees and bushes, and it almost felt like we’d left civilization behind. Mikey pointed out a squirrel he saw climbing a tree before showing me a bush he thought might be poison oak or poison ivy. I didn’t think it was, but I didn’t tell him he was wrong.
 
   The wind had picked up a little again, but it felt good. I loved the sound it made as it whistled through the trees. A few clouds had moved in with the wind.
 
   We’d been relaxing for about half an hour when I heard someone coming. Twigs snapped and leaves crunched. If someone was trying to sneak up on us they were making way too much noise, so I thought maybe Chris and Bill had come back for some reason.
 
   “Who’s there?” I called.
 
   I waited, but no one answered. In fact, there were no more noises, other than the wind. Whoever it was had stopped. I glanced at the dogs and they were sitting very still, watching the trail we’d taken to the creek. 
 
   “Who’s there?” I called again.
 
   Maybe it was just the wind I’d heard, but I didn’t think so.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-six
 
    
 
   “Is that you, Mrs. Cross?”
 
   The dogs started barking, but for once I couldn’t tell if it was a good bark or a be careful bark. I’d heard more than just the wind.
 
   “Who wants to know?” I stood and watched the path, calling the dogs to my side. I motioned for Mikey to stand behind me. The voice sounded slightly familiar, but it definitely wasn’t my husband or his brother.
 
   I heard the crackle of dead leaves again, but no one replied.
 
   “I said, who’s there?” My nerves were practically standing on end. Whoever was out there was acting way too sneaky.
 
   The footsteps sounded closer. “It’s me.”
 
   “That’s not much of an answer. Who’s me, and you’d better answer fast or I’ll send the dogs after you.”
 
   “Tony Hellman. I was lookin’ for you and then I heard voices down by the creek.” He stepped out of the trees and walked down the path.
 
   What was he doing in the trees instead of walking down the path in the first place? Why had it taken him so long to answer me? And, most importantly, because of the wind and the distance from the house, there was no way he could have heard our voices unless he was close. His story didn’t wash.
 
   “Stay,” I said to the dogs. Stepping forward, I left Mikey in the care of the dogs.
 
   Tony stopped and watched us. “What’s up?”
 
   “Excuse me? You just scared the daylights out of us. Why were you looking for me?”
 
   Taking a closer look at the man, I realized he didn’t seem too steady on his feet. He had a silly grin on his face and his eyes were bloodshot. He repeatedly pulled on the neck of his shirt, like it was too tight.
 
   The wind had picked up and it blew a branch downward, shadowing Tony’s face for a brief moment. Somehow it made him look evil.
 
   “I jus’ wanted a friend to talk to,” he replied. His words were a little slurred and he rocked back and forth.
 
   “First of all, I’m not your friend.”
 
   His grin disappeared and was replaced by an expression I couldn’t define. I didn’t like it though.
 
   “I barely know you. And what do you think you’re doing, showing up at my house when you’ve been drinking? I want you to leave, and don’t come back.”
 
   “You’re the on’y person who’d listen to my stories about me and Charlie. I jus’ wanted to talk.” He was beginning to whine.
 
   “My son and I are fishing. I really don’t want to talk about Charlie right now. Some other time. Besides, your stories don’t quite line up with other versions I’ve heard. Now go away.”
 
   He took an unsteady step toward me.
 
   “Sherlock. Watson. Come.” They whined and moved from Mikey’s side to mine. Placing my hands on their heads, I could feel tension coursing through their bodies. They knew something was wrong.
 
   Tony stood and watched me, narrowing his eyes. “An’ I thought I found a new friend.”
 
   “Like I said, I don’t know you. Are you going to leave?”
 
   He took another step forward, but Sherlock growled. Tony heard it and stepped back. His face turned red. Without a word, he began unsteadily walking away from us on the path. Sherlock followed him and I didn’t stop the dog. Watson took a step forward, but looking over her shoulder she saw Mikey and sat down.
 
   “Good girl,” I said.
 
   “Mom? What was that all about?” Mikey sounded nervous, and I couldn’t blame him. I was nervous, too.
 
   “That man was drunk. I didn’t want him around here like that. I don’t know him and he’s not a friend. You stay here while I make sure he’s really gone.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   Holding my hand up, palm facing outward, I looked at Watson. “Stay.”
 
   She sat next to Mikey and he rubbed her back.
 
   Being as quiet as possible, I walked the path toward open space. It was a distance from where I stood to the house, but I could see Sherlock sitting by the driveway, and I could see Tony leaving. He swerved to avoid hitting one of the cottonwood trees, and ran over some ground cover at the beginning of the driveway.
 
   I rubbed my arms, thankful he hadn’t given me any trouble about leaving. Having a hundred and ten pound dog escort him to his truck hadn’t hurt either.
 
   Taking my cell phone out of my pocket, I called the police station and reported a drunk driver on the highway and gave them his name with a description of the truck. We’d called Jimmy so many times that I had the phone number memorized. The dispatcher thanked me and said she’d send someone right out.
 
   After taking a deep breath, I called to Sherlock and headed back down the path. I refused to let Tony ruin our day. It was time for more fishing. 
 
   Unfortunately, Tony had ruined the relaxed mood my son and I had shared. We pulled our lines out of the water and I let Mikey and the dogs play in the creek. It was only a couple of feet deep, but you’d have thought it was a big swimming hole.
 
   I tried to relax again while I watched the child and dogs play. I’d been so wrapped up in Tony’s unexpected and unwelcome visit that I hadn’t noticed the clouds thickening and turning dark.
 
   “Mikey, bring the dogs and let’s go inside. It looks like we may be in for a storm.”
 
   He reluctantly climbed out of the water, calling to the dogs. “It’s getting kinda cold, Mom. Yeah, we need to go inside.”
 
   I handed him his shirt and he put it on while the dogs shook water all over us.
 
   Just before we reached the house the rain began to fall. I made the dogs stay on the porch while they air dried. I found a towel and tried to help things along, but their heavy coats were soaked.
 
   Mikey and I got out the cards and played Go Fish, one of his favorite games. I found myself glancing at my watch, anxious for Chris and Bill to come home.
 
   About an hour later I heard Bill’s truck pull up in front of the house. Mikey and I threw down our cards and went to the front door. We watched the brothers run to the house and shake water off on the porch.
 
   “Took you long enough,” I said, pushing open the screen and letting both men and dogs come inside.
 
   Chris glanced at his watch. “Were we supposed to hurry?”
 
   “I’m sorry. No. We had an unexpected visit from Tony Hellman and I wished you’d been here. He was drunk and seemed to think we’d become friends on his last visit. I had to make him leave, with Sherlock’s help.”
 
   “That explains it,” Bill said. “We saw a police officer escorting him into the station. You called the police, I’m assuming.”
 
   “I did. He was drunk, like I said, and he was driving erratically. He almost hit one of the trees before he drove over the ground cover out front. I didn’t want him on the road. I’m glad to know the coppers stopped him. Now I just hope he doesn’t come back.”
 
   “Did he threaten you?” Chris asked.
 
   “Not really. Well, he kind of snuck up on us, but that wasn’t it. I just got a bad feeling about him. He said he wanted a friend to talk to, and I told him we aren’t friends.” I shook my head. “It was just a feeling.”
 
   “Best to go with gut feelings, angel.” Chris walked over and gave me a damp hug.
 
   “Ace, how about you? You okay?” Bill asked.
 
   “Yeah, Mom took care of everything. Like Dad says, sometimes she can be a bulldog. Right Dad?” He turned to his father.
 
   “That’s right, son.”
 
   “I just hope he doesn’t come back,” I said. “What happened in town? Anything earthshaking?”
 
   The two men grinned at each other.
 
   “We shook things up a little.” Bill looked quite proud of himself.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-seven
 
    
 
   The summer storm escalated to heavier rain accompanied by lightning and thunder. The kitchen turned dark, setting a tone for our conversation.
 
   “You shook things up in town? What’d you do?” I asked, looking up at Bill.
 
   He grinned, but Chris was the one who replied to my question. “We stopped in at the Burnt Bun again for coffee, and we talked about what’s been going on out here. Of course, we talked loud enough for everyone to hear us.”
 
   “Of course,” I said. “You wouldn’t want anyone to miss what you were saying. Why rob someone of the opportunity to become angrier and follow through on the threatening note?” The two brothers suddenly reminded me of children who thought this was all a game.
 
   “The note was threatening?” Mikey asked. “Huh. You didn’t tell me that. You just said someone wanted us to go home.”
 
   Not wanting to make things worse, I didn’t reply to my son.
 
   “Stu and Doc were there and they joined us,” Bill said. “Stu seemed to catch on right away, and he helped.”
 
   “Oh, goody,” I said. Now there were three, maybe four, children in on the act. “Was Doc in on this, too?”
 
   “No. Doc stayed out of it. Anyway, Pamela, we talked about the treasure hunters and said we weren’t going to put up with their destruction of the property anymore. We said it made perfect sense to us that one of the hunters is also a killer, and we intend to find out who it is.”
 
   Chris had used my given name, with emphasis. I knew I was annoying him by not falling all over myself and clapping my hands with glee for their ingenuity.
 
   “Stu said he’d help us find the murderer,” Bill said.
 
   “A couple of people looked nervous when we mentioned the treasure hunting and they got up and left. A few more people left when we talked about the murder.” My Bogey Man looked quite pleased with himself. Smug, in fact.
 
   “And you think this will bring some kind of results?” I asked. “The killer will probably just be more careful about covering his tracks.”
 
   “Did I forget to mention we brought up the watch I found? I told Bill, in front of everyone, that I’d turned the watch over to the cops and I said I was pretty sure it had fingerprints on it. Even Joe came out of the kitchen to listen to us. We put on quite a performance.”
 
   “That we did.” Bill nodded his head.
 
   “How’s Essie doing?” I asked. I knew she and Joe were good friends of Charlie’s. It seemed kind of cruel for the brothers to put on their act in front of them.
 
   “Essie is still pretty upset,” Chris said. “She seemed kind of sassy when we met her and Joe. Her sass seems to be gone.”
 
   “I’m not surprised. How did Doc react to all of this?”
 
   Chris opened the refrigerator and picked up a pitcher of iced tea. “He left. He said he had to get back to work. I think he was uncomfortable with the conversation. I kind of got the feeling he thinks we all belong in the cackle factory.” He held the pitcher up for his brother and son to see. Receiving nods all around, he took three glasses out of the cupboard. I was already holding a glass in my hand.
 
   “I think he’s probably right. You all belong in the nut house. What were you thinking? You practically invited the killer to come back out here.”
 
   Chris stiffened. “No, we didn’t. We just put the town on alert that we’re keeping our eyes open.”
 
   I could see the conversation was leading to a spirited discussion – meaning an argument – so I left the kitchen without a word and walked outside to sit on the porch and watch the storm from a nice, safe chair. The dogs followed me.
 
   Creak, bang. 
 
   Crack, boom.
 
   The lightning was close and the thunder loud. It made me jump. My nerves were already on edge and the storm wasn’t helping. Sherlock whined and stood in front of the screen door, wanting back in the house. I opened the door and he scurried inside. Watson settled beside me on the porch. Thankfully, she’d never been afraid of thunder.
 
   I didn’t think Chris or Bill had given any thought to the idea that they could be making things worse for us. They’d practically thrown down a dare.
 
   “You’re going to have to help me keep an eye on Mikey.” I patted Watson’s head.
 
   She glanced up at me before looking toward the house. Mikey was one of many words she understood.
 
   Creak, bang.
 
   My senses told me Chris had joined me on the porch. I waited for a moment before I looked up. He was watching me intently.
 
   “You know I’d never purposely put you or Mikey in danger,” he said.
 
   “I know.”
 
   “We have a plan.”
 
   “I’m sure you do.” I patted Watson’s head again.
 
   Chris started to say something but thunder cut him off. It seemed to be right overhead. The house and porch briefly shook with the fury of the storm.
 
   I was glad I’d put my hair in a ponytail because the wind whipped it around and it slapped my face. Left undone it could have been worse.
 
   “I had no idea the weather could be this bad in Nevada.” Chris took the seat next to me.
 
   “Me, either.”
 
   “Listen, angel, we’re all going to be fine. Like I said, Bill and I have a plan.”
 
   “I can’t wait to hear it. Wanna share?”
 
   “We, ummm… We made it sound like we’ve found where the bulk of the gold is buried, and we mentioned a location, saying we’d be keeping a close eye on it because we’d need special tools to get to it. We also mentioned we thought there was more evidence, saying we found something near the hole in the ground where we found Charlie but we wouldn’t touch it until we told Jimmy about it. We made sure to let people know where the gold is, which would be in the back yard. We figured this way one of us could watch the front of the other could watch the back. We – ”
 
   “Why didn’t you just send the killer a written invitation?” Chris wasn’t helping me get over my anger. He was making it worse. “Besides, why would you need special tools to dig up the gold? Old Henry probably wouldn’t have used special tools to bury it.”
 
   “I understand how you feel, babe. I really do. Just hear me out, okay?”
 
   I nodded.
 
   “Bill and I are going to hide out, one in front of the house and one out back, like I said. We’re going to keep track of who shows up. I may even take pictures. We just need to see who heads for the hole where we found Charlie’s body.”
 
   “Simple as that, huh?” He hadn’t convinced me it was a good plan.
 
   Chris tipped his head to the side and looked into my eyes. “It seemed like a good plan at the time, but now I’m not so sure. Why did you have to question what we’ve done?”
 
   “Because I’m the voice of reason?” Wouldn’t he ever understand my role in our relationship? Or was I simply imagining my role was that of the reasonable partner?
 
   As it turned out, we didn’t have to worry about treasure hunters or killers for a couple of days. 
 
   Just about the time we thought the storm was over, it picked up more energy and the rain came down in buckets, or so it seemed. It continued through the next day, bringing more thunder and lightning.
 
   On the third day we mucked around the yard through mud and water. The rain made the holes people had dug sink into the ground. The dirt was too soft and the rain created more of a mess than we’d imagined.
 
   The people in town, including a killer, were too busy cleaning up the damage left by the storm to even think about visiting us – I hoped.


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-eight
 
    
 
   We didn’t have much vacation time left. I was pretty sure Jimmy wouldn’t really make us stay if we wanted to leave, but his investigation wasn’t going anywhere and he might need us. I shook my head when I realized where my thoughts had led me. Yeah, like he’d need us.
 
   He showed up on our porch the afternoon after the storm ended. Chris hadn’t let him in on the Big Plan, and he wanted to know what was going on. Chris and Bill had taken Mikey down to the creek to do some fake fishing. It was hot and I had a feeling they wanted to do a little wading in the water, too. Sherlock and Watson went with them..
 
   Unfortunately, it was up to me to talk to the copper.
 
   “What’s this about your husband finding more evidence?” Jimmy asked. “Why didn’t he tell me about it?”
 
   “It was a ruse,” I said. I closed my eyes for a moment, waiting for an explosion. It didn’t happen and I slowly opened my eyes.
 
   “A ruse?”
 
   “Chris and his brother came up with a cockamamie plan to lure the killer back out here. They figured if the murderer thought they’d found more evidence then he’d show up to try to get rid of it.” I took a step back, still expecting fireworks.
 
   It didn’t happen.
 
   “Not a bad idea.” Jimmy looked thoughtful and rubbed his chin.
 
   “What? You’ve got to be joking. Have you all lost your minds? You want a killer to come back out here, even knowing I have an eight-year-old son living under this roof?”
 
   “Slow down, Mrs. Cross. I’d be here, too.”
 
   “Well, if this doesn’t take the cake – a copper agreeing with the Bogey Man.”
 
   “The Bogey Man? Who’s that?”
 
   “Chris. Don’t forget, he looks just like Humphrey Bogart and he keeps getting involved in crimes. That’s my nickname for him.”
 
   “Oh, yeah. I get it. Say, where is he?”
 
   “They’re all down by the creek. By the way, who fingered the guys for this plan they’ve concocted? Who’s got the big mouth?”
 
   “Stu let something slip. I think he figured I should be in on it, which I should.”
 
   I nodded. “Yes, indeed. A plan to get us all killed in our sleep should definitely involve a flatfoot.”
 
   “Now, Mrs. Cross – ”
 
   “Don’t ‘now, Mrs. Cross’ me. This is supposed to be a vacation to celebrate Chris adopting Mikey. It was supposed to be a time for Chris and me to relax for a while. Instead we’ve found bodies and gold… Well, the gold isn’t such a bad thing, but it sure hasn’t been relaxing. The whole town wants to dig up this property. I’ve spent half my vacation being upset and the other half trying to track down a killer.”
 
   “Shouldn’t you be telling this to your husband?” Jimmy’s eyes were wide and surprised. He looked like a deer caught in headlights. He was young and unmarried.
 
   “You’re right.” I turned away from him and stomped down the porch steps, heading for the creek.
 
   The copper followed along in my footsteps.
 
   We met Chris on the path. I stopped with my hands on my hips and Jimmy kept walking, not looking right or left. Although he wasn’t married, he knew when to keep his trap shut and mind his own business.
 
   “I want to talk to you.” I knew I sounded angry and I didn’t care.
 
   “I want to talk to you, too,” Chris said. “I know this hasn’t been much of a vacation, and I’m sorry, cookie.”
 
   “That’s exactly – ”
 
   He held up his hand to silence me. “Ace and I have decided we need another vacation. A real vacation with no bodies and no treasures. So, in about a month, before Ace goes back to school, we’re going to the coast and rent a beach house. What do you think?”
 
   What did I think? I threw my arms around him hugged him like I’d never hugged him before. Then I stepped back. “What about Bogey Nights? Can we take so much time away from the restaurant?”
 
   “You betcha. I called Gloria to ask how things are going and I don’t think they miss us at all. My parents have been helping out, too, but Gloria didn’t complain about them.”
 
   I chuckled, giving Gloria a mental pat on the back. Chris’s parents are a handful. Most of the staff at Bogey Nights resembles old-time movie stars. Gloria bore a strong resemblance to Marilyn Monroe. The customers love her and she knows the ins and outs of the restaurant as well as we do. She’s been with us since Day One.
 
   “Oh, Chris, sometimes I love you so much.” I hugged him again.
 
   “Sometimes?”
 
   “Sometimes more than others.”
 
   “Okay, now why is Jimmy here?” Chris asked.
 
   “Stu told him about your plan. Hmm. What if Stu’s the killer? Did you ever think about that?”
 
   Chris suddenly began to study his fingernails. “He’s at the bottom on my list of suspects.”
 
   “It’s a pretty short list, isn’t it?”
 
   “Not really. Tony is at the top of the list, but after him comes the whole town. We don’t know these people, and we don’t know what their interactions with Charlie were.”
 
   “Good point, but for the most part, I do.” Jimmy had walked up behind us and stood listening. “Charlie mostly got along with everyone. That’s why this investigation is so tough. I drove over and talked to my uncle last night. He had a few thoughts, but nothing he said really helped.”
 
   Bill, Mikey and the dogs joined us and we walked back toward the house.
 
   “Okay,” Mikey said, “let’s think about this like the real Sherlock and Watson would. I’ve watched some Sherlock Holmes movies with my dad and they always look for clues.”
 
   Jimmy smiled at my son. “We’ve already done that.”
 
   “Then let’s do it again.” Mikey looked up at the copper with the smile of an angel on his face.
 
   “Sure, kid.” Jimmy was humoring an eight-year-old. “You and I can go take another look. Maybe the rain washed something up.”
 
   I followed behind them, ready to join in the search for clues. Chris and Bill followed suit, almost like it was a game.
 
   It didn’t take long. Watson began pawing at the ground, digging and searching.
 
   “Well, I’ll be darned,” Jimmy said. “Look at what your dog found.” He pointed toward the ground, warning Mikey not to touch it.
 
   “Look, Mom!”
 
   It wasn’t in the hole, but next to it. Mounds of dirt surrounded the hole from when it was dug up. “What is it?”
 
   Jimmy studied the so-called clue. “A pocket knife, and it hasn’t been buried in the dirt for a hundred years. It’s old, but not that old. And it’s muddy, but it’s not really grimy like it would be if it had been here a long time.” He pulled a piece of paper out of his pocket and picked up the knife. “It’s heavy. The weight must have buried it in the mound and the rain uncovered it. I’m surprised we didn’t find this when we searched the first time.”
 
   “But Charlie wasn’t killed with a knife,” I reminded him.
 
   “No, but his body was left in this hole, and the killer could have dropped the knife.” Chris was rubbing his chin, much as I’d seen Jimmy do. “Is it an ordinary knife or does it have markings on it?”
 
   Jimmy held it up so the sunlight made it sparkle, even through the mud. “I can see something on it, but I don’t want to rub off any fingerprints. I’ll take it back to the office and work on it there.”
 
   “It sure would be nice if there was a big, fat fingerprint on it,” Mikey said. 
 
   Glancing at him, I saw that he was rubbing his chin, just like his father. Looking from one to the other, I smiled.
 
   “A big fat fingerprint would be amazing,” I said.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-nine
 
    
 
   Jimmy left after talking to Chris and Bill about their plan. He fully intended to come back and stand guard with them. I was surprised he was going along with their goofy caper. There was still an old barn on the property, so he’d be back after dark and park his patrol unit in the barn. It wouldn’t be completely dark until around eight o’clock. 
 
   Which reminded me, I wanted to check out the barn. Sometimes people store antiques in barns and I wanted to see if this was one of those times.
 
   “Mikey, let’s do some exploring,” I said. “There’s something I’ve been meaning to take a look at on the property.”
 
   “What’s got your curiosity up?”  Bill asked.
 
   “The old barn. Maybe the Perry family or someone else left things in it. You don’t mind, do you?”
 
   “Not at all. Just be careful because I don’t know how sturdy the building is. Stephanie and I never got around to checking it out. The only things we really thought about were the house and the immediate yard, and the Perrys left those in pretty good condition.”
 
   “If I find any antiques, I’ll save them for her.” After all, it was their barn.
 
   “If you find any antiques, take them. Steph couldn’t care less about antiques. If you can’t find it in a modern decorating magazine, she’s not interested. Big, bold and modern, that’s her motto. That’s one of the reasons I like this place. It’s homey instead of a showplace.”
 
   I wondered if Stephanie knew how Bill felt. I had a feeling she didn’t.
 
   “Come to think of it,” Bill said, “I’d better give her a call. She’ll be wondering what’s going on here.”
 
   He pulled out his cell phone and headed for the porch. “Hi Steph,” I heard him say. “I’ll be gone for another couple of days.” He sat down on the porch steps and I didn’t hear any more of his conversation. He was smiling and I knew instinctively he missed his wife.
 
   Chris put his arm around me. “We could have an old farmhouse like this if you wanted one.”
 
   I smiled up at him. “I’m happy with the home we have. Maybe someday I’ll decide I want to live in the country, but not right now. Besides, your grandmother is moving to California and I don’t think she’d be too happy if we moved away just when she thinks she’ll be closer to you.”
 
   “Yeah. There’s always Grandma.” Chris shivered dramatically, making an ooooohhh noise, causing Mikey to laugh. “Her attitude puts my mother’s to shame.”
 
   “Really, Dad? I like Grandma Judy. I’ll bet Grandma Tillie is a lot of fun if she’s like Grandma Judy. Tell us about her.”
 
   “I’ll let you find out for yourself, Ace. It’ll be a whole new experience, one you’ll never forget.”
 
   The rest of the day passed peacefully. Mikey and I explored the old barn. It had been kept up and was in pretty good condition, although it appeared one of the treasure hunters had been inside. There was a hole in the dirt floor and a couple of boards had been pulled away from the wall. Well, for heaven sake, there wasn’t even a barn on the property when old Henry hid his gold. Some people didn’t have a lick of common sense.
 
   There wasn’t much in the barn, other than a few old tools and a couple of wheelbarrows. Mikey found a box full of glassware, but it was cheap dime store quality, and not old.
 
   In the far corner I found a beautiful old vanity from the 1920s or 1930s which had been covered with a sheet. I thought the style was called Waterfall. It had to do with the grain of the wood and the way the pieces fit together. There were several tiles around the mirror, which was still in good shape, but most of them were missing. I opened one of the drawers and found all the missing tiles. Someone had cared enough about the piece so save everything. After a few more minutes of searching, I found a matching bench behind a wheelbarrow. Amazingly, the fabric on the seat was still intact. With a little tender loving care, it would be beautiful. I’d ask Bill if we could buy it from him.
 
   “Hey, Mom, come look at this.” Mikey’d found a stack of small boxes. They contained decks of cards and some board games. There were even a few old comic books, circa 1950s.
 
   “It looks like we won’t have to worry about what to do if we get bored.” We each picked up a box to carry into the house.
 
   Bill bought steaks while he was in town and barbequed them for dinner while I fixed the trimmings, like corn-on-the-cob and salad, and garlic toast.
 
   While we ate, I told him what I’d found. “So, how would you feel about selling the vanity to me?”
 
   “Pamela, it’s yours. I won’t take your money. Think of it as a gift.”
 
   I smiled. “Thank you so much.” I wasn’t about to argue with him. It was probably worth a lot of money. My conscience got the best of me. “Bill, it’s probably valuable, maybe quite valuable.”
 
   “It wasn’t mine, so I’m not losing anything. It’s yours.”
 
   “Where do you think you’re going to put it?” Chris asked.
 
   “I’ll find a place. Trust me. This is too nice to sit in a barn and rot.”
 
   “Uncle Bill, I found some games and comic books, too,” Mikey said.
 
   “They’re yours.”
 
   “Thanks!” Mikey carried the boxes, one at a time, to the room he was using. Sherlock and Watson followed along, hoping he had something interesting in his hands.
 
   After eating, Chris and Bill migrated to the front porch and began waiting for the sun to go down. Mikey and the dogs joined them for a while, but before long my son came in and told me he was bored. I taught him how to play Old Maid, one of the card games we’d found in the barn, while we also waited for the sun to drop out of sight.
 
   At eight o’clock on the dot I heard a soft rapping on the back door. I almost turned on the porch light but stopped when I realized it was probably Jimmy. I didn’t want to give him away. Opening the door about an inch, I peeked out to be sure it was the copper.
 
   “Jimmy, come on in,” I said. “The men are out on the front porch.” He was dressed in jeans and a casual shirt, not his uniform. He was a good-looking young man and I once again had a feeling the young women in this town probably had their sights set on him. I remembered having the same thought when I first met him.
 
   Creak. Bang.
 
   “My mistake, they’re inside now.” I led him to the living room.
 
   Without preamble, the men started making plans about who would cover what area. Bill decided he’d cover the gravesite since the whole thing had been his idea. Chris said he’d take the rear of the property, figuring someone might try to sneak in that way. Jimmy would cover the area in between and keep an eye on both men.
 
   “And I’ll sit in the living room and watch the home front,” I said. “No one is getting in this house and no one is going near my son.” I crossed my arms and stood with my feet apart, not allowing for argument.
 
   “I’ll keep an eye on the house, too,” Jimmy said.
 
   I nodded.
 
   Chris pulled my arms apart and took my hand. “Angel, I wouldn’t let anything happen to the two most important people in my life. You can take that to the bank.”
 
   Bill looked into my eyes. “I wouldn’t let anything happen to you, either. I promise.”
 
   I relaxed and smiled. These men really cared about us.
 
   Mikey took my other hand. “I’ll watch over you, Mom. You can take that to the bank, too.”
 
   “Okay, Ace, you can stay up with me.” I knew that’s what he was angling for, and I also knew he’d be asleep on the sofa within minutes after the lights went out. By calling him Ace, I was letting him know I trusted him, and I saw him straighten up, trying to look taller.
 
   “Officer Stubbin? I was just wondering, did you find any fingerprints on that knife we found?” Thankfully, Mikey hadn’t said something like, Hey, copper…
 
   “I had to send it to a lab in another town, Ace. I’m waiting for the results. I don’t have the equipment to check for fingerprints here.”
 
   “Ah. I see.” Mikey stroked his chin, mimicking the gesture of Chris’s again. Saying holy smoke and rubbing his chin seemed to be his new talents.
 
   One by one, the men sneaked out the back door. Mikey and I settled in the living room, with the lights on. We didn’t want someone to think we were setting a trap, so the lights would go out at the normal time. I read a mystery by one of my favorite authors, and Mikey read a Hardy Boys book his grandmother had given him for his birthday.
 
   And we waited.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty
 
    
 
   I awoke to Mikey shaking my shoulder. He hadn’t fallen asleep. I had.
 
   “Mom, don’t you think we’d better turn off the lights?”
 
   Glancing around, it took me a moment to remember what was going on. “Oh. What time is it?”
 
   He glanced at a clock on the wall. “It’s almost ten o’clock. Don’t you and Dad usually go to bed by now?”
 
   “We do when we’re on vacation.” I stood and walked through the living room, switching off lamps. “I’m going to get myself some iced tea. Maybe it’ll help me wake up. Do you want anything?”
 
   “I’d like a soda, please.”
 
   “Be right back.”
 
   When I returned to the living room I found Mikey at the front window, peeking through a slit in the curtains. Well, it was more than a slit because most of his head was covered with curtain. The dogs were sleeping, one on each side of him.
 
   “You might want to watch through one of the windows on either side instead of the one in the middle,” I said. “We don’t want to be too obvious. And don’t open the curtains quite so much.”
 
   I pulled a chair in front of one of the other windows and looked outside. There was only a sliver of a moon and it was too dark to see much. The men must have hidden themselves well because I couldn’t make out any forms in the darkness.
 
   “Can you see them?” I asked.
 
   “No. I thought I saw Uncle Bill once, but I lost him.”
 
   “Were you watching outside the whole time I was asleep?”
 
   “Most of the time, but my eyes got kind of tired.”
 
   We continued to watch, but after a bit my eyes began to feel like they were going to cross, so I sat back and rested them. I understood how Mikey had felt. It was harder than I’d thought to try to watch things in the darkness. “I’m taking a break. In a few minutes I want you to take a break, too, and I’ll take over.” Standing, I stretched and walked to the kitchen and back. I tried touching my toes to limber up, but couldn’t do it. I was glad no one saw me. Maybe I needed to start an exercise program, although I thought I was getting plenty at the restaurant.
 
   I had no idea what good it would do for us to watch, but there was always the possibility we’d see something from a distance that the men wouldn’t see because they were too close. It made sense to me.
 
   After about five minutes I went back to my station at the window. “Mikey, why don’t you lie down on the sofa for a few minutes and rest your eyes like I did. It might refresh you.”
 
   “Do I have to?” he asked.
 
   “Yes. Just for a few minutes. If anything happens I’ll let you know, I promise.”
 
   Grudgingly, he made his way to the sofa and sat down. Within only a couple of minutes I heard him breathing deeply. A small snort told me he’d fallen asleep. I looked over and saw he was lying down on his side, no longer sitting. I smiled, thinking about how much I loved my young son. He looked uncomfortable, so I lifted his legs up on the sofa. He turned over onto his other side and mumbled something unintelligible.
 
   Returning to the window, I continued my surveillance of the front yard. I thought I saw Jimmy making his way to the back, toward Chris, but it was too dark to be sure.
 
   What if it isn’t Jimmy, I thought. What if the killer is out there? Chris might need me.
 
   I took another look at Mikey to be sure he was still sleeping. He’d rolled over again and faced me. Taking note of drool on his chin, I knew he was out for the duration. I checked the front door to make sure it was locked before leaving by the back door. I locked it, too, and stuck the house key in my pocket, leaving the dogs inside to watch over my son. I trusted those dogs with all my heart.
 
   Quickly stepping away from the door, I surveyed my surroundings. I couldn’t see anyone, but since the house was white, I probably stood out like a sore thumb to anyone who might be watching, even in the dark. I moved away from the house, toward some bushes.
 
   Someone grabbed my arm and jerked me into the bushes. I tried to pull away. The intruder wouldn’t let go. I swung my other arm, trying to knock him off balance. I lost my balance. The hand hung onto my arm.
 
   “Pamela,” Chris whispered, “will you stop it and hold still?” His grip loosened, but he didn’t let go of my arm.
 
   “Oh, Chris, you scared me half to death. Why didn’t you say something?”
 
   “I didn’t want to be heard. I didn’t think you’d start swinging at me.”
 
   “Anything going on yet?” I whispered.
 
   “Quiet as a church at midnight.”
 
   “Obviously you haven’t been to one of our midnight services. They can get pretty loud.”
 
   “Okay, this isn’t the time to discuss my lack of church attendance.” Chris let go of my arm. It was a touchy subject. I’m a church-goer and he’s not, although it’s not because he doesn’t believe, just that he’d rather watch sports.
 
   “Psst.”
 
   I stiffened. “What’s that?”
 
   “Probably the flatfoot. I don’t think the killer is going to psst us.”
 
   “Oh. Right.”
 
   Jimmy stepped into the bushes. “Anything yet? Oh, hi Mrs. Cross.” He didn’t seem particularly surprised to see me.
 
   “Pamela,” I said.
 
   “Nothin’ cookin’,” Chris replied.
 
   “Nothing out front, either.”
 
   “Are you sure something will happen tonight?” I asked.
 
   “No way to tell, ma’am. Only time will tell.”
 
   “Well, I guess I’ll go back inside. I locked the doors, but I don’t like Mikey being inside by himself, even though the dogs are with him.”
 
   “That kid of yours is a crack up,” Jimmy said. “If I ever get married and have kids, I hope they’re all like him – even the girls.”
 
   I smiled broadly. “You’d be blessed like we are.”
 
   “Ace is a one-of-a-kind.” Chris was proud of his son and didn’t mind letting people know it.
 
   I put a hand on each man’s arm. “Shhh. I thought I heard something.”
 
   We stood still and listened. Nothing.
 
   “Probably just the wind,” Chris said. My eyes had adjusted to the dark and I could see him relax.
 
   I hadn’t noticed the wind picking up again. A cloud passed the sliver of moon and it was so dark I couldn’t see a thing. “I wonder if the wind makes a noise out in the desert with nothing for it to blow around. You know, no leafy trees or anything.”
 
   “Well, that’s a goofy thought to have right now.” Even though I couldn’t see him, I knew my Bogey Man was shaking his head.
 
   And although he couldn’t see me, I shrugged my shoulders. “Just a thought.”
 
   “Quiet,” Jimmy said. “I think I heard something, too, and it didn’t sound like the wind.”
 
   We all listened again. I heard the faint sound of leaves and twigs crackling as though someone was walking slowly and stealthily across the yard.
 
   Jimmy silently left the cover of the bushes. Although there was only a little light – the cloud had passed the moon – we could see his faint outline as he moved away.
 
   “Could you tell which way the person was heading?” I asked.
 
   “Toward Bill. I’m going to follow Jimmy. You stay put.”
 
   “No. I’ll be quiet, but I’m going inside to be with our son.”
 
   I wasn’t sure if Chris heard me or not. He was already headed off in the same direction Jimmy had taken.
 
   I’d almost reached the house when I heard a yelp, a yell and the sound of running footsteps. Someone passed by the side of the house, but it was too dark to make out who it was.
 
   Shoving the key in the lock and turning it, I opened the back door and called to the dogs. They had some chasing to do.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty-one
 
    
 
   Sherlock and Watson heard the yelp and the yell and were scratching and whining at the front door. By the time they realized the back door was open, they were too late to catch anyone. I closed and locked it.
 
   “What’s going on, Mom?” Mikey looked like he wasn’t too happy about the dogs waking him up.
 
   “I don’t know yet. Someone was here.” I headed for the front window to see what I could see.
 
   What I saw was Chris and Jimmy helping Bill across the yard. They were headed our way so I unlocked and opened the front door.
 
   “What happened?” My voice was loud, probably from the stress of the last few minutes.
 
   “Someone cold cocked my brother,” Chris said. “If I ever get my hands on that…” His words trailed off when saw Mikey standing in the doorway.
 
   “Was he unconscious?” I asked.
 
   “Just for a couple of seconds, but yeah, I think he was.”
 
   Jimmy helped Bill up the porch steps with Chris on his brother’s other side. They walked him into the house.
 
   “Did he see who did it?” I asked.
 
   “I didn’t see a damn thing,” Bill said, pulling away from the other two men. “Someone caught me by surprise. So much for protecting the property. I’m about as useful as a wet rag.”
 
   “Oh, Bill, I’m just glad you’re okay. You are, aren’t you? Stephanie is going to have a fit when – ”
 
   He looked me straight in the eyes. “We’re not telling Steph. Right? Do you understand?”
 
   “Yes, but – ”
 
   “No buts. She’d be here in a heartbeat, dragging me home. I want to see this thing through to the end. I want to catch – ” He staggered a step or two and sat down on the floor with a thump.
 
   “Hey,” Chris said. “I think we’d better have Doc check you out.”
 
   “No doctor,” he said from his spot on the floor. “I just got dizzy for a second, but I’m okay now.” He stood up to show us the dizziness was gone.
 
   “I’m not taking no for an answer,” Jimmy said. “You and I are going to see Doc Holland to make sure you’re okay. I’d be responsible if you collapsed.” He pulled his cell phone out of a pocket and punched in a command. “I can’t believe I was stupid enough to go along with this crazy plan.”
 
   Chris and I sat down on the sofa with his brother. Mikey joined us, and the dogs began sniffing Bill’s legs. He pushed them away. “It’s just dirt, you mutts.”
 
   I held my tongue because I knew he’d had a bad experience. I recalled one time when Chris had been hit over the head. It hadn’t been pleasant. In fact, he’d been kind of whiney, but then I probably would have been, too.
 
   “How does your head feel? Do you have a headache?” That’s when I finally noticed blood on his shirt. “Oh. You’re bleeding. I’ll go get a wet cloth.”
 
   “Thank you,” he said. “And, yes, I have a headache. Would you bring me a couple of aspirins while you’re at it?”
 
   “I don’t think you should take aspirin until you see the doctor,” I said.
 
   “Fine. I’ll get them myself.” He started to stand, but Chris pulled him back down.
 
   “Okay,” I said. “Mikey, you come with me while I get a wet cloth. You can bring the aspirin back to your uncle.”
 
   My son nodded and followed me to the kitchen. “It figures. I missed the whole thing,” he said.
 
   “Count your blessings. At least you didn’t get hit on the head. And I think your uncle has a pretty hard head, thankfully.” I got the aspirin and a glass of water, sending Mikey back to the living room with them.
 
   Taking a deep breath, I stood quietly for a moment. With Chris and Jimmy on their way to talk to Bill, how did they miss the killer? He must have hidden in the shadows until they passed him. He’d never looked my way, so he didn’t realize I’d seen him pass the house. Maybe that was a good thing or he might have thought I could identify him.
 
   After wringing out the cold, wet rag, I returned to the living room.
 
   Jimmy was off the phone and looking at Bill’s head. “It looks like you’re going to need a few stitches. Doc is waiting for us. Let’s get moving.”
 
   I handed my brother-in-law the wet rag to hold against his head and chuckled.
 
   “What’s so funny?” Bill asked, not sounding at all amused.
 
   “Nothing, really. You called yourself as useful as a wet rag a few minutes ago, and here I am giving you a cold wet rag. The irony struck me, that’s all.” It must have been nerves for me to make a joke with my brother-in-law sitting on the sofa, bleeding.
 
   Chris and Bill gave me the look Watson gives Sherlock when he does something silly. I sobered up and watched the men walk out the door. I thought Chris was going with them, but after Bill was safely in Jimmy’s car he came back to the house.
 
   “I saw the guy who hit him,” I said.
 
   “What? Why didn’t you tell us?”
 
   “Because I couldn’t see who it was, so what was the point in mentioning it?”
 
   Chris didn’t look too happy. “How tall was he? Was it a he? Fat? Skinny? There’s a lot you could tell us. Which way was he headed? That might give us a lead about where his car was parked.”
 
   I should have felt like I’d dropped the ball, but I didn’t. “It happened so fast that I didn’t get a good look at him. And he was running, so I couldn’t be too accurate about his height. If I had to guess, I’d think he was about as tall as you. His build seemed average, although he could have been a little pudgy. I don’t think he was old because he moved pretty fast. When I saw him it seemed like he was headed for the creek, or in that general direction. He could have turned off after I saw him.”
 
   “Did he look familiar?” Chris asked. “Could it have been Tony?”
 
   Closing my eyes, I tried to picture the running figure. “No, I don’t think it was Tony, but I couldn’t swear to it. There was something kind of familiar, but I didn’t get a good enough look at him.”
 
   “You’re really not much help, sweetheart.”
 
   “Now you know why I didn’t mention it when Jimmy was here. The most important thing was to take your brother to see Doc. You know, he could have a concussion or something.”
 
   “He’s too hard-headed for that.” Chris winked at me, something he very seldom did.
 
   “What if the guy comes back tonight?” I asked.
 
   “It’s unlikely, but possible. He wants to search the area around the hole for anything he might have lost. I think I’ll just go sit under the oak tree until Jimmy brings Bill home.”
 
   “Chris…” One injured brother was enough.
 
   “Bill wasn’t careful enough. Now I know what I can expect, so I’ll be extra vigilant, and I’ll sit with my back to the tree.”
 
   He fixed himself a glass of iced tea and took it outside with him, returning after a moment. “Sherlock. Watson. Come.” He patted his chest as he gave the command. Both dogs followed him out the door.
 
   “And I’ll be watching from the window,” I said, as he disappeared into the night.
 
   It suddenly struck me, Mikey was being too quiet. I found him sleeping soundly on the sofa. Rousing him, I walked him to his bedroom.
 
   “Mom,” he said, sounding sleepy, “I want to help.”
 
   Thirty seconds, tops, and he was sound asleep again, safely in his bed.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty-two
 
    
 
   I watched out the window until I saw car lights coming up the drive past the cottonwoods. I knew it had to be Jimmy because the killer certainly wasn’t going to be that blatant.
 
   Chris walked to the car and met the two men, and they strolled to the house talking among themselves with the dogs following. Bill came in and settled himself on the sofa, not looking me in the eye.
 
   “What did the doctor say?” I asked.
 
   “He said I have a… He said I’m a very lucky man. The hit rang my bell, but I don’t have a concussion, and he put in a couple of stitches.” He leaned back on the sofa with his legs stretched out in front of him.
 
   “You’re very blessed,” I said. “The same thing happened to Charlie, and he’s dead. I have to say this little plan of yours didn’t work out too well.”
 
   Bill yawned. “It’s my own fault. I was too cocky. I didn’t think anyone could sneak up on me. Next time I’ll pay more attention.”
 
   “Next time?” Did they plan on continuing this farce?
 
   “Yes, next time,” Chris said. “We’re going to try again tomorrow night. The sap who hit my brother probably figures we won’t try it again. And you know he still wants to find the evidence he thinks we have. Besides, chances are he figures Bill was doing this on his own. He didn’t necessarily see me or Jimmy.”
 
   “Uh huh.” To say I was skeptical would be a huge understatement. “And what if he did?”
 
   Jimmy cleared his throat and I pinned him with my gaze.
 
   “You’re going to go along with this again?” I asked. “Are you all nuts?”
 
   “It is a good plan,” he replied. “Only tomorrow night I’ll have a deputy on the road to see who comes and goes. He can radio me if anyone drives toward the house.”
 
   I shook my head. I had a feeling they wouldn’t listen to anything I said. “I’ll bet your uncle, the Chief, wouldn’t appreciate you going along with this cockamamie plan. And what about me and Mikey?”
 
   At the mention of his uncle, Jimmy gave me a mild version of the Evil Eye. I thought I might have stepped on his toes.
 
   “You’ll either stay in the house with the doors and windows locked or we can put you in a motel overnight.” Apparently Chris had given this at least a little thought.
 
   “I’d have Mikey go stay with someone tomorrow night, but we don’t know anyone here. I’m not going to a motel, either. I’ll figure something out.”
 
   “Okay, I’ve gotta go,” Jimmy said. “Keep your eyes open, even during the day tomorrow. If anything out of the ordinary happens, let me know right away. You people have challenged the perp by hinting there’s more evidence out here. I think you’re half nuts, but it could work. Spend some time outside trying to look like you’re searching for something, during the day. I’ll keep my distance and he’ll probably think you haven’t filled me in yet.”
 
   Jimmy left and Bill settled on the sofa. He wanted to be where he could hear what was going on outside. Sherlock and Watson lay down next to the sofa, appearing to be guarding Bill. Either that or they were enjoying having someone stay in the living room with them.
 
   Chris and I went to bed without a lot of conversation. We both had issues about what was going on, and my issues were different from his. Neither of us was in the mood for a spirited discussion.
 
   After about ten minutes during which I tossed and turned, I heard the dogs go into Mikey’s bedroom. I was glad they’d gotten their priorities straightened out. I settled down and fell asleep quickly.
 
   I dreamed about what amateurs we were, thinking we could solve Charlie’s murder.
 
   ~ * ~
 
   We were all exhausted and slept in a little the next morning. I got up around eight o’clock and fed the dogs. They’d been very patient. Mikey trooped out to the kitchen about fifteen minutes later. His curly dark blonde hair looked even curlier than normal.
 
   “Let’s try to be quiet and let your father and uncle sleep, okay?” I whispered.
 
   “Okay.” He sat at the table and watched me start a pot of coffee.
 
   “What would you like for breakfast,” I asked. “Your choice this morning.”
 
   “Cereal.”
 
   I smiled at him. “Thank goodness. I really don’t feel like cooking.”
 
   He returned my smile with his single dimple making an appearance. I thought about what a cute kid my son is. And so smart. Way too smart for his own good sometimes.
 
   After eating his cereal, he picked up a couple of dog toys and led the dogs outside to play. He stayed behind the house where I could see him. I was thankful the clouds and wind had disappeared during the night, leaving it sunny and warm.
 
   I was just about to take my first sip of coffee when Chris dragged himself to the kitchen. He sat at the table and I pushed my mug in front of him.
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   I nodded. “You don’t look like you slept well last night.”
 
   “I couldn’t stop thinking about the danger we may be putting you and Ace in. I really think you should stay in town tonight, angel. I had another idea, too, if you want to stay out here. I wonder if Essie and Joe could take him for the night. They seem like good people.”
 
   “Let me think about it. We don’t really know them, but I liked them, too. Why don’t we go into Serenity for lunch today and I can talk to her, and I can see how she interacts with Mikey?”
 
   “Good plan,” Bill said from the doorway. “I had another idea, too. We need to get that knife back from Jimmy and plant it by the hole in the ground so the killer has something to find.”
 
   “Yeah, and when the chump picks it up we’ll catch him with the goods. That shiv wouldn’t mean anything to anyone else. You’re starting to get the hang of this private eye stuff, bro.”
 
   “Only this time stay in the shadows,” I said. “Give the guy a chance to search instead of giving him an opening to hit you again. I don’t want to send you home feet first.”
 
   “Feet first? What does that mean?”
 
   “It means we want you to go home alive, not in a casket,” Chris said.
 
   I thought Bill looked uncomfortable. He probably hadn’t thought about dying. Why would he? This was probably a game to him. It shouldn’t be.
 
   A cell phone rang and Bill pulled his out of his pocket. “Morning, Steph.” He took the phone and walked outside. 
 
   Mikey came in, leaving the dogs outside. “Guess I’d better get dressed, huh?”
 
   “Take a shower and brush your teeth first,” I said. “We’re going into town later on, so put on something clean.” Like so many kids, if I didn’t say something he’d grab whatever clothes were handy.
 
   Chris and I ate cereal for breakfast and by the time we were done our son was out of the shower.
 
   Before I could head for the bathroom for my shower, we heard Bill raise his voice. He didn’t sound angry, but more like defensive.
 
   “Uh oh,” I said. “I’ll bet he broke down and told Stephanie what happened last night.”
 
   “Yeah. I’ll bet he’s doin’ some fancy footwork, trying to get out of a tight spot right now. My sister-in-law can be a terror sometimes.”
 
   “In a way, I hope she talks him into driving home today. There’s no telling what might happen tonight.”
 
   “You could be right,” Chris said. “Besides, Jimmy and I can handle this ourselves.”
 
   “Yeah, right. You’ve done so well so far.”
 
   “Have a little faith, will ya?”
 
   “Oh, I do, Bogey Man. It’s just not always too noticeable.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty-three
 
    
 
   Creak. Bang.
 
   Bill stomped through the living room, meeting us in the kitchen. He was mumbling to himself and I realized we were right, he’d told Stephanie about the previous night’s adventure, although maybe adventure wasn’t the right word. I guess he had to tell her considering he had stitches in his head. That just might be something a wife would notice. Yeah, he might have needed more stitches by the time she was through with him if he hadn’t told her.
 
   “She wants me to come home,” Bill said. “If I don’t, she’s planning on driving up here. Can you believe that?”
 
   “So what’re you going to do?” Chris watched his brother closely.
 
   “Sounds to me like you should go home,” I said.
 
   Bill glanced back and forth between the two of us. “I’m staying. I told her not to come and to stay out of this. She sounded surprised that I gave her an order, but she brought out the stubborn in me.”
 
   “Kind of like your brother brings out the stubborn in me?” This was something I understood.
 
   They both turned to me and frowned.
 
   I automatically pursed my lips. “I think you two took too many chances. Things could have been a lot worse than they were. You could have ended up being buzzard bait, Bill. Did you ever think about that?”
 
   “You should talk,” Chris said. “All anyone has to do is show you a mystery or a crime and you’re all over it. Talk about taking chances. And you have a young son who needs you.”
 
   “So do you.”
 
   “He needs you more.”
 
   I unpursed my lips and snarled at him. “Ha!” With that intelligent retort, I turned and left the room, walking outside to the tune of creak, bang.
 
   He was right but I wasn’t about to admit it.
 
   “Mom?” I hadn’t heard Mikey come outside. I must have been too deep in thought to hear the noisy screen door. Or maybe I was getting used to it.
 
   “Hi. Do you need something?”
 
   “Dad said you might want someone to talk to.”
 
   “Oh, he did, did he? Well…”
 
   Mikey threw his arms around my waist and gave me a tight hug. I hugged back.
 
   “I thought maybe you needed a hug. Sometimes I need one. What’s goin’ on between you and Dad?”
 
   “Not much, really. Aunt Stephanie is mad at Uncle Bill, and that kind of led to words between your father and me. It’s okay. We didn’t argue. I just needed a minute to myself.”
 
   “Do you want me to leave you alone?”
 
   “No, let’s go sit on the porch.”
 
   He took my hand and we walked back to the porch together. We sat, watching a squirrel climb the oak tree, not speaking.
 
   “You and Dad haven’t done much sleuthing this time.”
 
   “Sleuthing?”
 
   “Yeah, sleuthing. I found that word in one of my mystery books. You guys usually look for more clues. You haven’t done that this time.”
 
   I turned and hugged my son. “I love you, and you’re absolutely right. That’s going to change right now.”
 
   He smiled and stood, holding his hand out to me. “Come on, Mom, let’s go talk to the Bogey Man. He needs our help.”
 
   I laughed. I couldn’t help myself. My son had never used the nickname Bogey Man before. He laughed with me.
 
   We returned to the kitchen where we found Bill eating a bowl of cereal while Chris watched. Mikey sat and watched his uncle eat, too. It didn’t seem all that entertaining to me.
 
   “We have a very perceptive son,” I said, sitting at the table. “He made a good point. We’ve listened and asked a few questions, and we’ve tried setting traps. The one thing we haven’t done is our jobs.”
 
   “What jobs?” Bill asked.
 
   “Yeah, what jobs?” Chris looked surprised.
 
   “We know how to work a case and we haven’t been doing anything about it. Maybe we didn’t want to give up our vacation and do what we know how to do. I don’t know what was different this time. Instead of setting traps, we should be working to figure out who really might have wanted Charlie dead. We should be trying to figure out who might have lost their knife out here. We should be seriously looking for clues. What the heck kind of an example are we setting for Jimmy? We’ve been through this before. He hasn’t. I know we’re not coppers, but we have experience.”
 
   Chris pushed his chair back and stood watching me, looking thoughtful.
 
   “Uh oh?” Maybe I’d stepped on his toes.
 
   “You’re right. We’ve been playing around instead of getting down to business. We could all be in danger with the trap we set. That was a bad move. It’s time to do things the right way.”
 
   “I feel like I should be hearing background music,” Bill said. “Something you’d hear just before someone yells, Charge!”
 
   Chris ignored his brother. “Okay, now let me think what Bogey would do.” He cupped his chin with his hand and looked off into the distance.
 
   I pulled his hand down. “Really? Why don’t you just do what Chris would do, Chris?”
 
   A smile slowly worked its way across his face. “You’re the cat’s meow, Sunshine. I’ll be back in a few minutes.”
 
   “What’s he up to?” Bill asked.
 
   “I haven’t got a clue.” I watched Chris’s retreating back.
 
   “Me, either,” Mikey said. “Do you want me to go see what he’s doing?”
 
   “No, you stay here with me and your uncle. We’ll know what he’s got up his sleeve when he’s ready to share it with us.”
 
   We sat quietly for a few minutes, glancing toward the kitchen door every so often.
 
   “I agree, my brother looks like Humphrey Bogart, but it’s not a big deal.”
 
   “You’d be surprised. His Bogey persona can be very distracting. We’ve found all kinds of information when he does his thing. I remember a woman who worked for the county who fell all over herself to help us when we needed some information. She was old enough to remember Bogey and Chris really laid it on thick. She…” 
 
   My words died on my lips when Chris returned wearing a 1940s pin-striped suit and vest and his fedora. He’d pulled the hat low, partially covering his face. He stood in the doorway and rocked back on his heels while pulling on his earlobe. Turning to Bill, he rolled his upper lip under. I felt, just for a moment, like the real Bogey had joined us.
 
   “Let’s blow this place and see if we can put someone in the hoosegow. We’ve doped off long enough, and it’s time for the brains – me – to take action. Let’s visit the greasy spoon. It seems like everybody stops in there at some time or other. It’s time for this gumshoe to come to life. We’ve got bupkis so far. It’s time to turn the tables.”
 
   “What scares me is the fact that I get what he’s saying.” Bill was finally catching on.
 
   “You get used to it,” I said. “And what scares me is that he brought his suit with him.”
 
   Ignoring both of us, Chris walked over and stood in front of me. “Dollface, I need you to play your role, too.”
 
   “I didn’t bring any forties clothes with us.”
 
   “You don’t need them. Put on a pair of slacks and comb your hair like you do for the restaurant. You’ll pass for my moll.”
 
   “Moll?” Bill asked.
 
   I smiled at my brother-in-law. “Like a gun moll, except I’m really just his sidekick. Haven’t you ever watched any old gangster movies?”
 
   “What about me?” Mikey looked expectant and yet like he was feeling left out, both at the same time.
 
   “You’re my other sidekick, Ace. Just follow our lead and you’ll be okay,” Chris said. “But first, take the dogs outside to do their business and give them fresh water in here. We can’t take them with us.”
 
   “Even the kid understands what’s going on?” Bill looked surprised.
 
   “This ain’t our first rodeo.” Mikey rocked back on his heels, mimicking his father.
 
   I laughed. “Yeah. The family that gumshoes together, stays together. Or something like that.”
 
   Bill shook his head. “You people are nuts. But you sure are a lot of fun. I’ve been missing out on a lot.”
 
   “Not anymore,” Chris said. “Saddle up and let’s head out.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty-four
 
    
 
   I did as Chris asked and put my hair up in a forties hairstyle, and I changed into slacks. Most of my slacks were forties-style anyway, so that wasn’t an issue. This pair had wide legs and fit tight through the hips. My modern blouse would have to do.
 
   Chris insisted on driving, saying he wished we had our green vintage Chevy with us. When we drove around town in Los Angeles, he drew a lot of attention if he wore his fedora. He looked the part of a 1940s private eye. For now the Jeep would have to do. 
 
   I looked back when we left the house. The dogs’ faces watched us from the window. They looked forlorn and left out of things, but they usually looked that way. They’d been left alone a lot on this trip. It couldn’t be helped. We’d make it up to them.
 
   The twenty minute drive into Serenity seemed like it took an hour. We were hyped up and ready for action.
 
   “First stop, the grocery store,” Chris said. “I want to talk to Stu. As much as I like him, he’s still a suspect.”
 
   “I like him, too, Dad. You don’t really think he did it, do you?” Mikey asked.
 
   “No, I don’t. Not really. But we have to check out everyone. This whole town is one big sack of suspects.”
 
   Mikey chuckled. “One big sack. Yeah.”
 
   Chris parked midway between the grocery store and the Burnt Bun. While he sat and studied the store, Bill came around and opened the door for me and Mikey.
 
   “Thanks, Bill.”
 
   “My brother seems to be off somewhere. What’s he doing? Why isn’t he getting out of the car?”
 
   “If I know him, he’s probably turning things over in his mind. He’ll be with us in a minute.” I took hold of Mikey’s hand and we waited for Chris to come to some kind of decision.
 
   It didn’t take long. He climbed out of the Jeep and walked around the car to meet us. “I’ve got a plan. Follow my lead.” He headed for the store with us following.
 
   Chris went straight to the aisle with batteries and picked up a four-pack of AA’s. As long as we were there, I made him wait while I grabbed a loaf of wheat bread and a chocolate cake. Mikey smiled his approval.
 
   At the checkout counter, Chris paid for our items. He gave Adele his most innocent look. “Is Stu around?”
 
   “I’ll call him for you. Just a sec.” She picked up a microphone and called Stu’s name, adding he was needed at checkout.
 
   “Thanks.” Chris stepped out of the way of another customer.
 
   We saw Stu coming, and when he noticed us he waved.
 
   “As long as we were in the store we thought we’d stop and say ‘hi’.” Chris held out his hand to shake. “Anything new going on?”
 
   “Not a thing. People seem to be keeping to themselves.” He looked Chris up and down. “Nice suit.”
 
   “The angel and I thought we’d give people a taste of nostalgia. Maybe sometime you’ll come to Los Angeles and visit our restaurant. You’ll feel like you’re back in the 1940s.”
 
   “I just might take you up on that.”
 
   “Say, have you got a shiv?” Chris fingered the package of batteries.
 
   It only took a moment to figure out where he was headed.
 
   Stu looked blank.
 
   “Do you have a pocket knife?” I figured I’d better translate. “I think Chris wants to open the batteries.”
 
   Stu turned to Adele and asked for a pair of scissors before turning back to Chris.
 
   “I only carry a box cutter, and I left it in the back. I’ve never carried a pocket knife.” He held the scissors out to Chris. “Here.”
 
   “You know what? Never mind. If I open them I’ll probably spill them before we get home. Thanks, anyway.”
 
   I glanced at Bill and he winked at me, so I knew he’d caught on, too.
 
   Mikey tugged on my arm. “I’m getting hungry, Mom. Are we going to the Burnt Bun pretty soon?” Bless his heart, Mikey knew we needed to move on and he provided us with a reason to say good-bye to Stu, not that we really needed to explain ourselves. On the other hand, maybe he wasn’t as smart as I thought and he was simply a very hungry little boy.
 
   “Yes. We’re going right now.” I took his hand and we walked outside, waving to Stu. 
 
   “Don’t take any wooden nickels,” Mikey called out.
 
   Stu grinned and waved back.
 
   Chris and Bill nodded to Stu, the manly way of saying adieux, and followed us outside.
 
   Sometimes men seemed to need few words, but they weren’t as strong and silent as they thought they were. Chris could talk my ear off when he wanted to.
 
   “I really am hungry, Mom. That wasn’t just an excuse to blow the store.”
 
   “I know, Son. We’re going to get some lunch right now.” I turned in the direction of the Burnt Bun, anticipating some of Joe’s great cooking.
 
   Chris and Bill followed us, and when they started talking to each other in quiet voices, Mikey let go of my hand and stopped, waiting for the men to catch up to him. He was probably afraid he was missing something.
 
   I rolled my eyes and kept walking, soon entering the diner. Essie saw me and looked past me to see if I was alone.
 
   “They’re right behind me,” I said. “There are four of us.”
 
   “Sit anywhere you’d like.” She looked tired and didn’t sound like her normal perky self.
 
   I sat down at a table by the window. Most of the lunch crowd had already left.
 
   “Are you okay?” I asked.
 
   Surprising me, Essie sat on a chair across from me. “Not really. But I’ll get over it.”
 
   “Charlie?”
 
   “Yeah, I miss the old fart. Joe and I spent a lot of time with him. He was a quiet guy, but when the three of us were alone he’d open up, and he could be very funny when he wanted to be. I’ll miss his sense of humor. I feel like someone came along with a pin and burst my favorite balloon.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Essie. I really am. How’s Joe taking it?”
 
   She sighed. “Like anyone would who’s just lost their best friend. He’s depressed and even quieter than usual.”
 
   Hearing the door open, I turned to see the men in my life coming inside.
 
   Essie stood and absently patted her hair. “I’ll get some menus.”
 
   Chris saw me and they headed my way, sitting at the table.
 
   “Essie went to get menus,” I said.
 
   Bill nodded. “So what did you think, Pamela? Do you think Stu was telling the truth about not carrying a pocket knife?”
 
   “Actually, I believed him. So far it seems like he’s been a straight shooter with us. You know, I sure would like to meet his wife. I know he’s married, but it seems like she’s never around.”
 
   “Maybe she works or something,” Chris said. “Stu seems honest, but you and I both know what things look like and what they are in reality can be very different. Just because he says he doesn’t carry a shiv doesn’t mean anything.”
 
   I saw Essie returning with menus. “Put on your Bogey face, sweetie. Time to go into your act.”
 
   Bill raised his eyebrows before turning his attention to Essie.
 
   She placed the menus in front of us. “The special today is fish and chips. The cod is good, so you might want to think about it. Nice suit. Are you going to a wedding or something?” She sighed. “I’ll be back.” Her voice was almost a monotone, but not quite. She was trying to be pleasant, but her smile was half-hearted. She walked away with her shoulders slumped before Chris could turn on the charm.
 
   I hadn’t realized she and Joe and Charlie were such good friends until today.
 
   The door opened and a familiar voice said, “Well, there’s a table full of trouble if I ever saw one.”
 
   Chris’s shoulders tightened and so did his lips.


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty-five
 
    
 
   Tony Hellman approached our table. He looked and sounded sober – two things in his favor – and he looked embarrassed. I waited to see what he wanted.
 
   “Just joking about you guys being trouble. I’m really glad to see you.” He turned to me. “I’d like to apologize for my behavior the other day. I was feelin’ kinda bad about Charlie and took to the bottle. That’s my one big fault, you know. Drinking, that is. I’ve been sober ever since I came out to your place, with a little help from the cops. They locked me up for a while. Prob’ly the best thing for me.”
 
   I looked him in the eyes. “Are you really sorry or is that just lip service. You upset me and my son.”
 
   “I truly am sorry, ma’am. I just don’t know what got into me.”
 
   “I do,” Chris said, standing. “Booze. Don’t you come near our place…” He stopped talking and sat down. I noticed his gaze fall on the package of batteries. “Don’t bother my wife and son again.”
 
   Bill picked up the package and held it out to Tony. “You got a pocket knife?”
 
   Tony nodded and pulled a knife out of his pocket. “Sure.”
 
   “You know what? Never mind. If I open these I’ll probably spill them before we get home.” He borrowed Chris’s line so he wouldn’t have to open the package. Once opened, we couldn’t use the batteries as an excuse to ask for a knife again.
 
   “Interesting suit, Cross. Are ya going to a costume party?” He laughed like he’d told a joke.
 
   Essie approached us with menus in one hand and a tray with glasses of water in the other. She stood toe to toe with Tony and got right in his face. “What’re you doin’ here, Tony? You know you’re not welcome.”
 
   “I was just leaving.”
 
   “Well, don’t drag your feet and don’t let the door hit you on the backside on your way out.” She turned and placed water and menus in front of us.
 
   Tony looked at me. “Anyway, I really am sorry. I won’t bother you again.” He walked out the door.
 
   “I think the only reason he stopped in was because he saw us through the window.” I watched him cross the street. “At least he apologized.”
 
   “Yeah.” Chris still didn’t look happy.
 
   “I don’t trust that guy as far as I can throw him. I’ll be back for your orders.” Essie pursed her lips before walking to another table.
 
   “That knife looked like it was brand new,” Bill said.
 
   Mikey nodded. “It sure did. I saw that, too, Uncle Bill.”
 
   “You’re sharp, Ace. I’ll give you that.”
 
   My eight-year-old son grinned from ear to ear. “What now?”
 
   “Order me a burger with everything. I’m going back to the kitchen to talk to Joe.” Chris closed his menu and stood, pushing his chair back.
 
   “Essie says he’s taking Charlie’s death hard, so be gentle with him.” I liked Joe and Essie. I knew they were as much suspects as everyone else, but I didn’t want Chris to upset him anymore than necessary.
 
   Chris nodded before picking up the batteries and walking away from the table.
 
   Essie returned and took our orders. I could smell the faint scent of onions and they smelled so good that I ordered onion rings to go with my BLT. I ordered Chris’s burger and listened while Bill and Mikey told her what they wanted.
 
   Before she could walk away I reached out and touched her arm. “Essie, you know everyone in this town pretty well. Who did Charlie have problems with and who do you think might have killed him?”
 
   She looked shocked, her eyes opening wide. “Well, you’re a no-nonsense kinda gal, aren’t ya?”
 
   “I’m sorry. I should have been more tactful, but I figure you’re in the best position to know what was going on. Did Charlie have any enemies?”
 
   She sat in Chris’s vacated chair. “Believe me when I tell you I’ve thought and thought about this. The only person Charlie really had problems with was Tony. In fact, that bum was in here the day before Charlie was killed and they had an argument. They went outside so I didn’t hear what it was about, but I could hear them yellin’ at each other. Other than that, Charlie pretty much got along with everyone. He was one of the good guys.”
 
   “You can’t think of anyone else he had problems with? I mean, most of us have at least a couple of people who don’t like us. There’s this lady at church…” I didn’t finish my thought, not wanting to think about Rosalyn Snyder. I got on her nerves and she got on mine.
 
   “Well, there was a time when Charlie and Stu didn’t get along, but they sorted things out and they’ve been friends ever since.”
 
   “Anyone else?”
 
   “Nobody with a reason to kill Charlie.” Her voice rose when she said his name and she got tears in her eyes.
 
   “I’m sorry, Essie, again. I didn’t mean to make you cry.”
 
   Bill and Mikey looked uncomfortable, but my son stood and put his little arm around the woman’s shoulders, patting her arm with his other hand. He had to stretch to do it, but he managed.
 
   She lifted her face to look at the child who was trying to comfort her and patted his arm. “You’re a good boy.”
 
   Mikey looked both uncomfortable and embarrassed.
 
   Essie dried her eyes and tapped the pad she’d written our orders on. “Guess I’d better give this to Joe.” She stood and gave my son a hug, giving him a half smile.
 
   Mikey watched her walk away. “Gosh, Mom, I didn’t know what to do.”
 
   “You did the right thing. I have a feeling she won’t forget you anytime soon.”
 
   He sat down and took a drink of water.
 
   Bill looked out the window and then at me. “You’ve raised your son right, Pamela. Ace makes me want kids of my own. I think Stephanie and I will have a talk when I get home.”
 
   I smiled without replying.
 
   Chris walked past Essie and returned to the table. “Joe didn’t have anything new to report. Essie was right though, he’s taking Charlie’s death pretty hard. He could hardly talk about it. Oh, and he said his pocket knife disappeared one day when he left it on the counter here at the diner. He said that was about two weeks ago. I got the feeling I was getting on his nerves.”
 
   “Did you know Stu and Charlie used to have issues?” I wondered if Joe might have mentioned Stu.
 
   “No. Who told you that?”
 
   “Essie. She said they cleared the air a long time ago, and I don’t know what it was about.”
 
   “That’s probably something we should find out about, don’t you think?” Bill was beginning to sound more like Chris all the time.
 
   “Yeah, bro, that’s something we need to investigate. When Essie brings back the food I’ll pump her for more information.”
 
   “Chris, go easy on her,” I said. “She’s pretty upset. Don’t make things worse.”
 
   “Leave it to me, babe.”
 
   Essie returned with our orders before too long.
 
   “Duchess, this burger looks good enough to eat.” I guessed Chris thought he could soften her up with small talk, and work his way up to more serious matters.
 
   “I think you’ll like Joe’s burger. He’s got a secret ingredient he adds to the meat.” She watched while he took a first bite, chewed and swallowed.
 
   “A secret ingredient? Come on, Cupcake, spill the beans. I’ll give ya a fin if you’ll flap your lips. This burger is about as jake as jake can be. I’m not trying to pull a fast one; our restaurant is in Los Angeles so we wouldn’t be competition.”
 
   Essie looked at me. “I got part of that, but…”
 
   “My cheapskate husband said he’d give you five dollars if you’d talk. The burger is about as good as it can be. Jake means good. He really wants to serve something like this on our lunch menu.” I took the burger out of Chris’s hand and took a bite. He was right. It was truly, truly jake.
 
   “I don’t want your money. Let me talk to Joe and I’ll see what I can do.” Essie left the table chuckling to herself. It was a pleasant sound after her tears.
 
   I turned to Bill. “See? I told you the Bogey Man entertains people. Watch. She’ll be back with a big grin on her face and she’ll tell Chris what Joe’s secret ingredient is.”
 
   “I’ll bet you she doesn’t tell him.”
 
   “I’ll take you up on that. What do you want to bet?”
 
   He thought for a moment. “If she tells him the secret, I’ll wait on you and your family, hand and foot, for twenty-four hours.”
 
   “And if she doesn’t?”
 
   “You’ll wait on me, of course.”
 
   “I kinda do that already. Bet’s off.”
 
   We heard loud voices coming from the kitchen and turned to see Essie making her way toward our table. She didn’t look happy.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty-six
 
    
 
   Approaching the table, she looked at the floor before turning to Chris. “I’m sorry. Joe’s not having a good day. I don’t know what you said to him, but he says you’re too nosey and you can figure out the secret ingredient for yourself. What did you say to him?”
 
   “Nothing earthshaking. I asked him the same questions Pamela said she asked you.”
 
   “That would explain it then. He said outsiders should know their place and stay out of local stuff.”
 
   Chris looked surprised. “Actually, he’s right. Unfortunately we’ve become involved because Charlie was killed while we were there, and on my brother’s property. I’ll go talk to him.”
 
   “I don’t know if you should or not,” Essie said. “He’s slamming things around in there.”
 
   “Leave it to me, doll. I’ll patch things up.”
 
   “I’d better go with you, Dad. He wouldn’t hit a little kid, and maybe he wouldn’t hit a dad if the little kid was watching.”
 
   Chris laughed. “You might be just what the doctor ordered. Come on, Ace. Let’s go talk to Joe.”
 
   I wasn’t sure if Mikey should go with Chris or not, but I decided to trust my husband. He wouldn’t purposely put our son in danger. I had a feeling Joe wouldn’t do anything in anger.
 
   Once again, Essie sat in the seat Chris vacated. Her eyes surveyed the diner. “I see everybody else went home. It won’t be long and we’ll have to get ready for the dinner rush. At least the diner keeps us busy. I think some of our customers are coming in just because Charlie worked here.”
 
   I nodded. She was probably right.
 
   “I think I’ll follow my brother,” Bill said. “You ladies can talk about… Well, whatever it is ladies talk about.”
 
   He left and Essie leaned her elbows on the table. “Joe just hasn’t been himself the past few days. He and Charlie were talking about the gold out at your place and that’s where Charlie was killed. I told them both they shouldn’t bother you folks, but you know how people can be about gold. They were supposed to meet out at your place, only it didn’t turn out that way. I think Joe feels responsible.”
 
   “Yes, I know how people can be. We’ve had treasure hunters out at the house almost every night. They’re digging up the yard and driving Bill nuts. I can understand why your husband wanted to check things out, even if I don’t like it.”
 
   “Yeah, Joe was going to go out there the night Charlie was… The night Charlie died, but on his way he stopped to take care of something here and never made it.”
 
   “Oh?”
 
   “Now don’t get any funny ideas about Joe. He really came back to the diner. He thought he’d left a burner on and the last thing we need is a fire. I couldn’t remember if he’d turned it off either. He ended up staying here and having a cup of coffee while he watched some sports thing on the TV in the back room.” She lowered her voice and spoke confidentially. “We’d had a little spat and he wasn’t in any big hurry to come home.”
 
   I couldn’t help wondering what their spat was about and if it could have had anything to do with Charlie. Well, really, why would they fight over their busboy?
 
   “Yeah, Charlie asked for a raise and Joe told him he couldn’t have it. I told Joe I thought we should try to pay him more and my husband didn’t agree. One thing led to another, and… Well, you probably know how that goes.”
 
   “I do. I think I’ve been kind of cranky on this vacation. I’m surprised Chris hasn’t called me on it.”
 
   Before we could talk more, the boys returned and Essie went back to work, clearing tables. She took a load of dishes back to the kitchen.
 
   “Well?” I asked.
 
   Chris sat and took a bite out of his burger. “It’s cold now.” He dropped it on the plate in disgust.
 
   “Joe is okay, Mom. He said he’s just been irascible since – ”
 
   “Irritable,” Bill interrupted.
 
   “Yeah, he’s been irritable since his friend died. He apologized to my dad.”
 
   “I’m glad to hear that.” I looked at Chris. “I realize I’ve been a little irritable lately, too, and I’m sorry, sweetie. I guess this vacation is turning into something other than a vacation and it’s annoying. I wanted to relax while we were here.”
 
   “I know, angel. I’m sorry things have turned out this way, too. We’ll take another vacation as soon as we can.”
 
   Bill leaned back in his chair. “You two amaze me. If this were Steph and me on vacation, we’d be at each other’s throats by now.”
 
   “Learn a lesson from us, bro. Arguing isn’t going to solve anything.”
 
   Sometimes Chris surprises me. 
 
   I glanced from brother to brother. “Believe me, we have our share of arguments. It’s just that we try to be selective about what’s a big deal and what’s not.”
 
   “Words to live by.” Bill sat forward again.
 
   I turned my attention to Chris. “Okay, did you get any more out of Joe?”
 
   “Not much. He still didn’t want to talk.”
 
   “Did he have a pocket knife?”
 
   “No. He offered me scissors. Remember? He said his disappeared about two weeks ago.”
 
   “Oh, yeah. I’ve found out a few things. Stu and Charlie used to have problems, like I told you, but seemed to have put them behind them. Also, the night of the murder Charlie and Joe were supposed to meet at our place to search for gold. Joe never made it because he and Essie had an argument and Joe spent the evening here. He told her he needed to check out a burner on the stove and he ended up staying and watching TV in the back room.”
 
   Bill looked impressed. “You found out a lot more than we did. I knew you women would find something to talk about.”
 
   “You betcha.” I lifted my chin and tried to look superior.
 
   They ignored me and Chris decided to finish his burger. “He did tell me what the secret ingredient is, but I’m keeping it to myself. I promised.”
 
   “You’re not even going to tell me? But I’m your wife.”
 
   “A promise is a promise. The only person I’ll tell about it is Chef Luis, and maybe Chef Nathaniel. Nate will probably be making them for the lunch crowd.”
 
   “Your Bogey persona didn’t work.” Childish, but that was my way of getting back at him for not sharing the secret ingredient.
 
   We finished lunch and Chris paid the bill.
 
   “Let’s go down to see Jimmy,” Bill suggested. “Maybe he’s found something new. It’s worth a try.”
 
   We nodded and left the diner. Deciding to walk, we turned to the right and left the Jeep parked where it was. The weather was warm and there was a slight breeze. Good walking weather.
 
   “Is Officer Stubbin in?” I stood in front of the young woman who manned the front desk.
 
   “Oh, I remember you people. He drove out to your place.”
 
   “When did he hit the bricks, doll? Did he have a beef with us?” Bogey was back.
 
   “Huh?” The young woman squinted at Chris. “He didn’t hit anything and he didn’t say a word about stopping for a burger. He just drove out to your place.”
 
   Chris smiled at her. “Hit the bricks means… Never mind. How long ago did he leave?”
 
   “About half an hour ago. He said he wanted to talk to you about a pocket knife.”
 
   I was surprised he hadn’t noticed our Jeep, but then, he probably wasn’t looking for us.
 
   “Let’s blow this place,” Chris said. “Maybe we’ll see him on the road on the way home.”
 
   I grinned. “She didn’t know who Bogey was, sweetie.”
 
   Chris looked miffed. His Bogey act almost always came through for him.
 
   “I wonder if Jimmy found out about the fingerprints.” Mikey’s eyes were wide with anticipation.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty-seven
 
    
 
   We’d done everything we could in town, including finding out who had a pocket knife and who didn’t. At least, if we could take them at their word. Mikey talked non-stop about fingerprints and how important they were to a case. My son, the super sleuth.
 
   We saw Jimmy on the road while driving home and honked. Stopping, we rolled down our windows. The look on his face wasn’t encouraging. “I’ll follow you back to the house. We need to talk.”
 
   Chris nodded and drove on while Jimmy turned his car around and followed behind us. After parking, I unlocked the front door and let the dogs out while the flatfoot walked up to the porch to meet us. The dogs ran straight to the oak tree and the surrounding area, sniffing and doing their doggie business. We’d been gone for a long time. Watson, always the serious one, turned and looked over her shoulder as though reprimanding me.
 
   
  
 

I shrugged. Our trip couldn’t be helped. She went about her business.
 
   “I don’t have good news,” Jimmy said. “The only fingerprints on the knife were Charlie’s. It must have been his knife. I’m going to show it to Essie and Joe. They should know if it was his or not. I’m pretty frustrated. I thought sure we were on to something. Same outcome for the watch you found by your truck.” He looked at Bill. “Charlie must have dropped the watch himself, on his way to the grave.”
 
   “There go our only real clues,” Chris said. “I really thought we were on to something, too. We’ve been trying to borrow pocket knives all over town to see who might have lost one. A fat lot of good that did us.”
 
   “Well, at least we had a tasty lunch and you got an idea for our lunch menu.” I tried to put a good spin on things, but I knew it was useless.
 
   Jimmy looked curious.
 
   “They make great burgers at the Burnt Bun,” Chris said.
 
   “They do. You got Joe to share his secret ingredient?” The copper looked skeptical.
 
   “Joe tried to play it close to the vest, but Chris can be a silver-tongued talker sometimes,” I said.
 
   “Since we live so far away, he decided he could be generous with the information. And before you ask, I’m not sharing.” Chris smiled like a man with a secret, which he was.
 
   I almost rolled my eyes, but caught myself before I could do it. “He won’t even tell me.”
 
   “So what did you want to talk to us about?” Bill asked, getting us back on track.  “There’s not much else we can do, is there?”
 
   “Maybe, maybe not. I talked to my uncle and he doesn’t have any ideas because we don’t have anything to go on, so I think it’s up to me. There’s no evidence leading to anyone in particular. I know you’ve had experience solving crimes, so maybe… I feel kind of foolish since I’m a police officer, but I really could use your help. I just don’t have the man power to do too much. We’re an awfully small police force. Any ideas?”
 
   “You could call in the state police,” Bill said.
 
   Jimmy shook his head. “Not gonna happen. They’ll come in like storm troopers and take over the town.”
 
   Chris rubbed his chin and looked up toward the sky. “We need to come up with a scheme to make the killer show his hand.”
 
   “Is that what you think, Sherlock? I could have come up with that.” Bill gave Chris a look that only one brother can give another. “And we already tried once. Why would you think another hare-brained plan would work?”
 
   Sherlock, the dog, came running over at the sound of his name, with his tail flying in wide circles. He was softly chewing on something and sat at Bill’s feet. Watson pushed him out of her way and sat by Bill, so the dog settled for sitting by me.
 
   Chris looked disgusted. “Don’t be a pain, Bill. All I said was we need a plan. Do you think you can come up with one?”
 
   “Damn straight, I could. Just give me a few minutes to think about this.”
 
   “In your dreams, bro. You don’t have a clue how to get someone to finger the killer. You can’t walk in here and act like you’ve done this before. We have, so back off.”
 
   Jimmy glanced from brother to brother. “Am I going to have to break up a fight here?” He laughed, apparently hoping to defuse the situation between the men.
 
   It worked.
 
   “I thought about something else, too. If something were to go wrong, you people could sue the City. You wouldn’t do that, would you?” Jimmy was apparently having second thoughts.
 
   I started to laugh and Jimmy took a step back. “Let me tell you how the Bogey Man and I met. It was all because of a costume party and a murder.”
 
   “A murder?” Jimmy sounded almost shocked.
 
   “Yes, a murder. And there was a woman involved in the case that everyone called the Lawsuit Queen. She’d sue people as easily as she’d give them the time of day. She was a real piece of work. Anyway, you made me think of her with your question. No, we’re not litigious people and we wouldn’t sue. As long as Mikey is safe, that’s all I care about.”
 
   “Maybe we should talk to Essie and Joe about keeping him overnight like we discussed before,” Chris said.
 
   “You may be right.” I glanced at my son. “They’ve been so upset about Charlie that Mikey might perk them up. He can be pretty engaging sometimes.”
 
   Mikey rolled his eyes. I’d taught him well. “I’m a laugh a minute. But I’d rather be here where the action is.”
 
   “No. We’ve had enough close calls already. I’d rather know you’re safely tucked in someone else’s bed, not the one in this house.”
 
   “Mooom, I wanna stay heeere.”
 
   “Nope. No whining. I’ll call Essie and see what we can set up.”
 
   “Maybe they don’t have an extra bed.” Wishful thoughts don’t always come true.
 
   “Your mother is right, Ace. We don’t know who or what we’re dealing with here. Essie and Joe could use some comic relief, and you’re just the guy to give it to them.” Sometimes Chris has a way of making our son listen.
 
   Mikey nodded and I knew this was one of those times. It might have been Chris’s no-nonsense tone that did it.
 
   “Back to this whole plan thing. Tell you what I’m gonna do,” I said. “I’ll come up with a plan. So far nothing any of you have done has worked.” I raised my eyebrows and rolled my eyes.
 
   All three men looked at me in surprise.
 
   “Can I help, Mom?” I saw young hope in Mikey’s eyes.
 
   “Yes, you can. You and I will figure this out.” I needed to make him feel like part of the gang we’d created. Maybe he couldn’t be with us, but he could still feel like he’d contributed.
 
   The men, apparently deciding to ignore us, began talking to each other. I narrowed my eyes at them, unwilling to be ignored.
 
   Sherlock dropped something at my feet and I felt something soft fall on my foot.
 
   “Sherlock, go play. We’re busy here.”
 
    I shook my foot to get rid of whatever he’d brought to me.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty-eight
 
    
 
   The dog nudged my knee.
 
   “Sherlock, will you go away? Shoo!”
 
   He nudged my other knee and wouldn’t budge.
 
   “What’s the matter with you, you big lug?” I tried to push him away, but he still wouldn’t move. “Okay, what’s going on here?”
 
   Sherlock picked up his prize and dropped it on my foot again. I bent over to pick it up and found a piece of torn fabric, the kind you’d find in a man’s shirt. It looked vaguely familiar, but not like any shirt Chris might wear. It was red and black plaid flannel, and it was dirty with dried mud on it.
 
   “Where’d you get this?”
 
   Right, like he’d answer me. I thought about it and realized the only place he’d been since I let him outside was by the oak tree. Bells began ringing in my head. I snapped my fingers and turned to the men, holding out the piece of torn cloth.
 
   “Anyone remember seeing a shirt made out of this fabric?” I asked.
 
   They stopped talking and turned to see what I was talking about.
 
   “It looks vaguely familiar,” Jimmy said, “but in a small town like this a lot of men wear flannel shirts.”
 
   “Never seen it before,” my brother-in-law said.
 
   Chris took it out of my hand. “Surprisingly, it looks familiar to me, too. Where’d you get it?”
 
   “It seems Sherlock found it somewhere around the oak tree or the hole in the ground.” I handed it to Chris. “It could be a clue.”
 
   “I went over that area with a fine tooth comb,” Jimmy said. “I doubt it’s been there all this time.”
 
   “Well, it was here before the storm we had because it’s covered in dirt and mud. Maybe it got buried and the rain washed it up.” I took it back from Chris and turned it over in my hand.
 
   Jimmy took it from me. “It really does look familiar, but I can’t think who I might have seen wearing it. I’ll take it with me and think it over. The more I look at it, the more familiar it seems.” He stared at the fabric as though waiting for it to tell him something. “This might be our first real clue.”
 
   “I don’t remember ever seeing a shirt like this,” I said, “but I haven’t been in town as much as the rest of you.”
 
   Everyone was quiet, trying to call up memories.
 
   “Maybe the knife wasn’t the clue we thought it was, but this really could be something. The killer has to know his shirt was torn. I’ll bet Charlie and the killer got in a fight, just like old Henry and Melvyn did in the old days. Maybe for different reasons, but still…” I had a gut feeling about it.
 
   Chris looked into my green eyes and seemed to see something that convinced him I was on to something. “Makes sense to me. Women’s intuition?”
 
   “Maybe, or maybe just common sense.” I grinned at my husband.
 
   “Mom’s hunches are usually right. We should listen to her.”  The expression on Mikey’s face was almost comical. He was dead serious about me and my hunches.
 
   “I have another hunch, gentlemen. I think this simple piece of cloth is going to catch us a killer.”
 
   While the men talked about how to ferret out the murderer, Mikey and I sat on the porch and hatched a plan. It was similar to our original plan to get the killer to come out to the house, but with a few changes.
 
   “Jimmy,” I said, “you need to go back to town. When we found the knife we didn’t tell anyone what we’d uncovered, only that we’d found something. Actually, I’m glad it worked out that way. This time I want you to spread the word around town that we’ve called you again and we found a piece of a man’s shirt. Maybe just sort of let it slip. Tell them we’ve still got the fabric and you’re busy but you’ll be picking it up soon. You can kind of lead people to believe you’ve run out of leads, which you have, and the fabric is a boon to the investigation. That should get someone’s attention.”
 
   “Before I do that, why don’t you call Essie about your son staying with her?” Jimmy folded the piece of cloth and put it in his shirt pocket. “I think we should wait until tomorrow to start spreading the word so we can prepare.”
 
   I nodded and pulled my cell phone out of my purse. Realizing I didn’t have a number for the Burnt Bun, I headed for the house to see if there was a phone book.
 
   There was excitement in the air. We had a clue – a real clue. I could hear the men buzzing behind me when I went into the house.
 
   I called Essie and her voice brightened when she found out what I wanted. “Of course, we’ll keep that young man of yours. I have a feeling he’ll perk things up for us. When do you want to leave him? Tonight?”
 
   “Tomorrow night. Essie, I really appreciate your help. We have some things to take care of and we don’t want Mikey with us.”
 
   She was quiet for a moment and I had a feeling she wanted to know what things I was referring to, but I didn’t enlighten her. She might slip and tell someone what we were up to.
 
   Deciding we’d eat dinner at the Burnt Bun the next night, I told her we’d leave him with her when we drove home.
 
   I heard the dogs barking like they do when someone approaches the house and walked outside to see what was up. Stu was pulling up behind Jimmy’s patrol car.
 
   “What’s up?” I heard Chris say. 
 
   “Nothing. I just thought I’d drive out and see what you folks are up to. Things are quiet at the store and I left Adele in charge. I’ve been kind of at loose ends since Charlie was murdered. I should talk to my wife about how I’m feeling. Jean always seems to know the right thing to say to me. I know you’re working on finding his killer, but for some reason I feel like I should be doing something, too.”
 
   No one said a word. We were too busy staring at Stu’s hair. The grey was gone and in its place was dark brown, almost black, hair.
 
   “Am I stepping on someone’s toes here? What’s cookin’?” Stu looked somewhat insulted when no one spoke to him. He patted his hair self-consciously.
 
   “No, no,” Chris said. He rolled back on his heels, tipped his head back and looked down his nose at Stu. “What’s cookin’ is we have no idea what to do next.”
 
   Stu turned to Jimmy. “Didn’t I hear you found some kind of evidence out here?”
 
    The copper took his time in replying. “I’m going to trust you, Stu. You didn’t see me out here today. In fact, let’s say you haven’t seen me at all today.” He looked like he was speaking to Stu’s hair.
 
   The older man studied each of us for a moment. “Okay.”
 
   Everyone continued to stare at Stu’s new do.
 
   “Um, Mr. Kimball, what happened to your hair?” Leave it to my son to address the elephant in our driveway.
 
   “Mikey,” I admonished.
 
   Stu looked sheepish. “It’s okay, Pamela. We got a new product in and I thought if I had darker hair I might look younger. I wanted to impress my wife, so after I saw you at the store I went home and applied it. It’s just a spray.”
 
   Chris shook his head. “You don’t need a new hair color to do that, man.”
 
   “It washes out – I think. Next time you see me I should look like my old self.”
 
   “I hope so.” I didn’t mean to say that. It just slipped out of my mouth. “I like the normal you,” I added quickly.
 
   Stu nodded. “So what kind of evidence did you find?”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty-nine
 
    
 
   Jimmy’s lips tightened. “I think you’ll be better off not knowing what evidence we’ve found, Stu.”
 
   “Does it have anything to do with a pocket knife?”
 
   Chris started to laugh while Bill’s mouth dropped open.
 
   “Were we that obvious?” Bill asked.
 
   “Dummy up.” Chris poked his brother’s arm. “Don’t start blabbing.”
 
   “But he’s got our number. He knows what we were up to.”
 
   My husband put his hand up for quiet. “Psst. Quit flappin’ your lips and dummy up.”
 
   My brother-in-law’s face turned red and he walked a few feet away from us.
 
   Stu smiled. “Your brother’s right, you know. First we hear around town that you found some evidence, and the next thing I know you’re in the store asking for a pocket knife. Of course I knew what you were up to.”
 
   “Another awkward moment,” Chris said. “Lately it seems like those are the only moments we have.”
 
   Stu turned to Jimmy. “Let me put it this way. Should I keep my eyes open and watch for something? 
 
   “The pocket knife is no longer an issue, Stu.  Just watch for anyone who’s acting differently than normal. Charlie’s funeral is tomorrow, so I think I’ll put in an appearance and see if anyone acts like they’re doing something other than mourning. You’ll be there, I assume.”
 
   “I will, and I’ll help you watch. Charlie was one of the good guys. I’d like to see his killer behind bars.”
 
   Bill rejoined us even though he seemed to be sulking. “We’re all going to the funeral? I didn’t bring any good clothes with me.”
 
   “I don’t think it’ll matter,” I said. “We’ll sit in back and just watch what unfolds, if anything does.”
 
   “I’ve never been to a funeral, Mom. Can I go?”
 
   “I don’t think that’s a good idea, Ace.” Chris was shaking his head.
 
   Bill glanced from father to son. “On the other hand, it would give the kid an idea of what funerals are all about. At least he didn’t know they guy they’re burying. Better a stranger than someone he cares about.”
 
   Chris looked torn. Bill actually made good sense, in a way. “Pamela, what do you think?”
 
   “I’d rather not have my son go to a funeral, but in a way Bill has a point. Besides, we don’t have anyone we can leave Mikey with because they’ll all be at the funeral.”
 
   “Then it’s decided. I’ll go.” Mikey ran across the yard, calling the dogs to follow him.
 
   “I guess he didn’t want to give us a chance to change our minds,” I said. “I have a feeling he’s going to be sorry later on though. After all, it’s not a party.”
 
   “You’d be surprised,” Stu said. “People around here are more likely to celebrate someone’s life than mourn their death. By the time of the funeral, people will have already mourned in their own way. It’ll be time to remember the man and his deeds. And as quiet as Charlie was, he did a lot for this town. I’m sure that’ll be discussed at the funeral.”
 
   Jimmy nodded. “There are kids in this town who wouldn’t have had winter jackets if it weren’t for Charlie. I can think of a couple of dogs he found wandering around outside of town that he found homes for, and he always helped out at fundraisers. Well, in a town this size there weren’t many fundraisers, but we had a few. I can think of some people who might have missed a meal if it weren’t for Charlie, too.”
 
   “It sounds like you should be calling him Saint Charlie.” Bill’s sarcasm wasn’t lost on us.
 
   “Make fun if you want, but he was a good man.”
 
   Looking contrite, my brother-in-law mumbled a quiet, “Sorry. But he must have had some failing, or why would he have been murdered?”
 
   Stu looked Bill in the eyes. “Charlie had a nasty temper, but it took a lot to make him lose it. He didn’t have patience for stupid people, and when I say stupid, I mean people who made rash, bad choices that hurt others. He had his faults, but even those were good in one way or another.”
 
   The copper looked at his watch. “I’ve got to get back to town. Rosebutz is due in soon and I want to fill him in on a few things.”
 
   “I’d better go home, too,” Stu said.
 
   Jimmy put him hand on Stu’s arm. “I’ll tell you this much. We found a scrap of fabric from a torn shirt. But as far as you know, I haven’t seen it yet. Got that?”
 
   Stu nodded somberly. “Fabric. Torn shirt. Got it. Why did you finally tell me about it?”
 
   “Because I’m going to spread the word around town so you’d hear about it anyway. Just keep your yap closed and don’t let on that you know about it.”
 
   “I guess this means you don’t suspect me, right?”
 
   “Not really, but I’m still keeping an eye on you – and your new hair.”
 
   That caused a much needed laugh for all of us.
 
   “I’ll wash it as soon as I get back to town. Cross your fingers that it comes out.”
 
   Mikey rejoined us. “Mine are already crossed, Mr. Duncan.”
 
   “I’m looking forward to meeting your wife, Stu.” I had a certain curiosity about the type of woman he might be married to since I liked him so much.
 
   “She won’t be there,” he replied. “She’s taking care of some family business.”
 
   The two men left while we watched them pull out of the driveway.
 
   “Well, I’d better get dinner in the oven.” I turned toward the house. “I bought one of those frozen roast beef dinners at the store. It says it serves six, so there should be enough for all of us.”
 
   There was no reply so I knew no one was too excited. I didn’t care. We were on vacation, and we included me.
 
   As it turned out, the frozen roast wasn’t half bad. It disappeared in a hurry along with potatoes and carrots and a salad. Bread and butter rounded out the dinner.
 
   The evening was blessedly quiet and we discovered a radio station that was replaying old time radio shows. We listened to Burns & Allen, Jack Benny and Gene Autry. Mikey was surprised to learn he could enjoy something on the radio instead of having to watch television. However, the next show in their lineup was The Inner Sanctum, which opens with a creaking door.
 
   Mikey stood and gave me a good-night kiss. “The noise that door makes is creeping me out. I’m going to bed.”
 
   “Yeah, Ace, we wouldn’t want you to have nightmares.” Bill gave my son an evil grin and Mikey scampered away as fast as he could.
 
   Chris turned off the living room lights. “If we’re going to listen to a show like this one, we need total darkness.” He was in the mood for a good scare, and I laughed.
 
   About an hour later lights briefly reflected off the front window. I thought I heard the sound of an engine dying.
 
   “Chris?” I turned off the radio.
 
   “Way ahead of you, doll.” He quietly walked to the window and looked outside.
 
   Bill followed him and did likewise.
 
   “Well, crap!” Bill could be so poetic sometimes. “Where’d I put my shotgun?”
 
   He stomped through the house like a man on a mission.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Forty
 
    
 
   “What is it, Chris?” I crept up behind him and placed my hand on his shoulder.
 
   He twitched like I’d slapped him. “Don’t sneak up on me like that. You scared me. Uh, you took me by surprise.”
 
   Bill ran past us, fumbling with the lock on the front door before he pulled it open and threw open the screen door.
 
   Creak, bang.
 
   Sherlock and Watson leaped up and stood by the door, on alert.
 
   “Get off this property before I start shooting!” He yelled loud enough to be heard in the next county.
 
   Sherlock recognized the anger in Bill’s voice and postured, ready to greet any trouble head on. Watson followed suit.
 
   I rolled my eyes, knowing he was yelling at more treasure hunters. “Don’t they ever give up?”
 
   “Apparently not, babe.” I could see Chris shaking his head, even in the dark.
 
   A shot rang out and I jumped.
 
   Sherlock and Watson began barking ferociously with their hackles up. Chris and I each grabbed a dog.
 
   “Let ‘em out,” Bill said.
 
   We did, and I could hear them barking and running down the driveway. I watched a truck pull out and the dogs stood at the end of the driveway yapping, apparently telling the trespassers not to come back. At least, that would be my guess.
 
   Mikey ran out of his bedroom. “Where are you, Mom?” His voice was high pitched.
 
   I reached over and turned on a lamp. “I’m right here.” I held my arms out to him.
 
   He ran to me, ready for a hug. “That squeaky door on the radio was bad enough, but Uncle Bill just scared me to death. I was almost asleep when he yelled. And he fired his shotgun?”
 
   “It won’t happen again, Ace. I promise.” Chris walked outside to find his brother and to call the dogs back.
 
   We sat down on the sofa and Mikey snuggled up to me. We didn’t need to talk. I knew what sudden fear felt like.
 
   Chris and his brother came inside with the dogs and Bill walked to the sofa. “Sorry, kid. I didn’t mean to scare you.”
 
   “More treasure hunters?” Mikey asked.
 
   Bill nodded. “I don’t think they’ll be back anytime soon. I shot in the air and they ran like scared rabbits.”
 
   “Sherlock and Watson helped.” Mikey patted their heads and they looked so proud of themselves.
 
   “You could get in trouble with the law for that,” Chris said.
 
   “Somehow I don’t think they’ll turn me in.” Bill glanced at Mikey before unloading the gun and putting it in the closet on the top shelf.
 
    I stretched. “What a night. I think I’m going to turn in. See you all the in the morning.” I took hold of Mikey’s hand and led him back to his bedroom. I sat on the edge of his bed until his eyes closed and he dozed off, hoping he wouldn’t have bad dreams. After kissing his cheek, I went to bed and tried to forget everything. I could hear the soft murmurs of the men’s voices coming from the living room.
 
   The next morning after I showered I fixed a quick breakfast and called everyone to come and get it. While they were eating I searched through my clothes for something appropriate for a funeral. The best I could do was a pair of dark slacks and a white blouse. It would have to do.
 
   Chris put on his forties-style suit, Mikey put on a pair of slacks we’d brought in case we stopped somewhere for a nice dinner, and Bill wore jeans and a clean shirt. That’s all he’d brought with him.
 
   By ten o’clock we arrived at the church where the funeral was to be held. It looked like most of the town had turned out. We trooped inside and sat on a pew at the rear of the church. And we began watching people quietly file in. A few looked sad, and some looked bored – like this was a forced march for them. 
 
   Essie and Joe took seats in the front row. I could see her shoulders slump and when she turned to Joe, tears ran down her face. Joe looked sad and depressed. I felt so sorry for them. Maybe Mikey spending the night with them would lift their spirits. At least I hoped so.
 
   The pastor gave a short sermon about the joy Charlie had brought to many lives and how he’d be missed, but he was now in a better place. He spoke of people helping people and making the world a better place. He spoke highly of Charlie and I had the feeling he knew him well. Maybe Charlie had been a church-goer, a Christian. I hoped so. 
 
   While the pastor spoke, I watched the crowd. Some paid rapt attention and others fidgeted. I saw several people glance our way. We represented two things – gold and the place where Charlie was killed.
 
   The pastor surprised me when he said, “Now we’re going to pray for the person who took Charlie Duncan’s life.”
 
   Looking around the room, my gaze settled on Essie and Joe. She was facing her husband and tears streamed down her cheeks. Joe was at an angle to the pastor and I could see his face. He was glaring at the pastor, looking like he was ready to strangle him. I could only guess he couldn’t care less about the killer’s soul, only that he should be caught.
 
   The pastor saw Joe’s look. “Redemption is available to all of us, even those who’ve sinned. Now let’s pray.”
 
   While he prayed I continued to look around the room. Stu’s head was down and I could see his lips moving. I noticed his hair was lighter, but it still had a little darkness to it. A few more shampoos should do the trick.
 
   Young people looked bored. Elderly people nodded while praying. Jimmy stood near the rear door, watching as I was.
 
   Tony Hellman was conspicuous by his absence. I didn’t know if that meant anything or not.
 
   After the prayer a few people stood up and told stories about Charlie. Some were humorous and some were heartening. Some were celebrating him having graced their lives.
 
   I looked at Mikey and he was wide-eyed, taking in everything. I patted his knee and he grabbed my hand and smiled at me.
 
   The Old Rugged Cross was sung, a closing prayer was said and feet shuffled as people left the church. Again, I watched their faces. I didn’t see a guilty look in the bunch. Joe still appeared to be angry, and I understood, whether I agreed with him or not.
 
   We walked outside and Jimmy joined us. “See anything worth mentioning?”
 
   I shook my head. “All I saw was grief, anger and boredom. I guess the younger people would have rather been anywhere but at a funeral.”
 
   “I thought it was kind of interesting,” Mikey said. “I felt the baddest for Essie and Joe though.”
 
   I didn’t bother to correct his grammar.
 
   “Tony wasn’t here,” Chris said.
 
   “He’s in jail on a drunk charge again. I don’t know what we’re going to do with him. Honestly? I think he’s the most likely suspect. I can picture him getting drunk and swinging a shovel at Charlie, but there’s no evidence. Nothing.”
 
   “You spread the word about the shirt?” Chris asked.
 
   “I did, and I’m sure word-of-mouth will keep the information moving. I’ve got to get going, but I’ll hide my patrol car in your barn again tonight and we’ll give this one more shot.”
 
   “Poor choice of words, Jimmy.” I touched his arm.
 
   He smiled. “Maybe we’ll catch us a killer tonight.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Forty-one
 
    
 
   When we arrived home I let the dogs out and they immediately ran to the end of the driveway and began pacing, apparently guarding the home front. I’d never seen them do anything like that before. When a car drove by, they stopped walking and watched it closely. After it passed, they began to pace again.
 
   “Sherlock. Watson. Come!” I hollered, patting my chest. They were too wound up and I didn’t like to see them that way. Tails wagging, they came to see what I wanted. “Good come.” I pulled a treat out of my pocket for each dog.
 
   “Sometimes those mutts really surprise me.” Chris patted their backs.
 
   “Why don’t you and Bill take Mikey and the dogs down to the creek for a while? Everyone needs a break from this craziness.”
 
   “Why don’t you come with us?”
 
   “I’m going to sit on the sofa and try to finish the mystery I’ve been reading. I can use some quiet time, too.”
 
   “You call taking Ace and the dogs to the creek quiet time? And Bill?”
 
   I grinned. “It will be for me.”
 
   I read for about twenty minutes after the boys and dogs left, but I was restless. Setting down the book, I stood and walked to the window.
 
   Someone was standing by the hole in the ground, staring at it.
 
   I looked toward the back door, thinking I should run for help. After a second look at the trespasser, I recognized Joe and relaxed.
 
   The creak, bang of the screen door make him look up.
 
   I waved and walked toward him. “Hey, Joe. What’re you doing out here?”
 
   He didn’t wave, but went back to staring at the hole.
 
   Stopping across from him, I was quiet. He’d say what he wanted when he was ready.
 
   “I don’t know why, but I had to see where they found Charlie. Maybe I thought it would give me some of that closure you hear people talk about. Can’t say I feel any less angry than I have for the past few days though.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Joe. You and Charlie must have been close friends.”
 
   “We were. We shared almost everything in our lives. I’ve never had a friend like him before.” He had an odd look on his face which I thought might be more grief showing itself.
 
   I stood quietly, not knowing what else to say.
 
   “I’m sorry I bothered you, Mrs. Cross. I figured nobody would even notice me out here.” He kicked some dirt into the hole with his foot. “This needs to be filled in.”
 
   “I’m sure the police will let us fill it in when they’re through investigating Charlie’s death.”
 
   Joe’s shoulders sagged. “Well, I’d better get back. Essie and me, well, we closed the Burnt Bun because of the funeral. Guess I’d better get to work. I understand your son will be spending the night with us. Maybe we need some young blood around the place. You folks goin’ somewhere?”
 
   “Yes. We’re going to the movies in the next town. The movie is too adult for Mikey to see.”
 
   Joe nodded. “Well, I guess we’ll see you tonight.” He turned and headed toward the road. I saw an old green Ford parked by the property. He walked with his head down and I felt so sorry for him. Someone had robbed him of a precious friend.
 
   When the boys came back from the creek I told them about Joe’s visit.
 
   “Poor guy,” Bill said.
 
   “I told him we’re going to the movies tonight. He’ll mention it to Essie and she’ll probably tell half the town. Someone we all want to catch will think the house is empty.”
 
   “Good idea.” Bill sat down and stretched his legs in front of him. “All of a sudden I’m really tired. I think I’ll sack out for a while before the big night we have planned.”
 
   Chris and I left his brother alone and walked out to the kitchen. He sat at the table and I poured us each a glass of iced tea. Mikey was still outside with the dogs, but when he heard us talking through the window, he joined us. I explained that if anyone asked, his father, his uncle and I were going to the movies that night.
 
   “Got it,” he said. “Do I need to know what movie you’re going to see?”
 
   “No.” Chris added a bit more sugar to his iced tea. “This sure hasn’t been much of a vacation, has it?”
 
   I wasn’t sure if he was talking to me or Mikey, so I assumed it was me.
 
   “Sure it has. We’ve had excitement, drama, and we’ve had a few trips to the creek. We’ve met a lot of locals and we’ve discovered a great place to eat called the Burnt Bun. I just love the name of that place. The dogs have been able to run free on the property, and I’ve had a chance to get to know your brother. By the way, he can be a bit gruff, but I like him. I’d like to get to know Stephanie, too. And how many people go on vacation and discover the body of someone who was killed decades ago? Hmm?”
 
   “Me.” Mikey held up his hand. “I discovered old Henry. What’s a decade?”
 
   “Ten years. So if I say ol’ Henry has been gone for ten decades, then that would be a hundred years.”
 
   Mikey nodded. I could practically hear the wheels spinning in his head while he figured out the arithmetic.
 
   Chris smiled at me. “Leave it to you, babe, to see this as an adventure.”
 
   “I don’t know if I’d call it an adventure, but it’s been memorable. I’ll never forget this trip.”
 
   We sat in companionable silence for a while. Mikey lay his head on the table and before long I heard him softly snoring. When the sound of a snort reached my ears, I glanced at Chris. His head had fallen to his chest and he was sleeping, too.
 
   Patting my chest in the come command and holding out a treat, I bribed the dogs to follow me out to the porch. I opened and closed the screen door as quietly as possible and sat on the steps. The dogs explored the yard, sniffing everything in their path while I watched the trees gently swaying in the breeze.
 
   Sherlock came back and sat down in front of me. He squeezed his right eye shut as tightly as he could which pulled the side of his mouth up while the other side drooped. I could see his teeth needed brushing because most of them were showing. His whole face was tightly scrunched up. Something was wrong and I jumped up to see what he’d gotten into. Just as I bent in front of him, he sneezed and sprayed my face.
 
   “Oh!” That sneeze had one heck of a buildup. I wished I’d had a camera handy, because it was one of the funniest dog expressions I’d ever seen – once I knew he was okay.
 
   While I walked back to the house to go wash my face, I heard him sneeze two more times. Guess he’s sniffed something he was allergic to. Looking back, I saw Watson sit down next to Sherlock. She was watching him intently, apparently waiting to see what would happen next.
 
   Naps finally over, everyone was up and getting ready for our dinner in town. Mikey put his pajamas, toothbrush and everything else he’d need in his backpack. He was excited about staying with Essie and Joe. He figured he could help out at the diner until it closed. I was pretty sure Essie would oblige him.
 
   We loaded ourselves in the Jeep, ready to begin a journey – hopefully one that would end with a killer in custody.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Forty-two
 
    
 
   When we arrived at the diner, Essie took Mikey’s backpack and put it in the kitchen, out of the way. Meanwhile, we sat at a table by the window and studied the menus. Essie brought a glass of milk for Mikey and iced tea for the rest of us, saying she’d be back in a minute to take our orders. The diner was full, as usual. Didn’t anyone ever eat at home? 
 
   She returned and took our orders and as she walked away, Jimmy approached us, pulling up a chair. “If I’d known you were coming into town, I’d have asked you to bring that fabric with you.” He spoke a little louder than necessary. Of course, the people in the diner didn’t know it was already in his possession.
 
   Chris followed his lead. “We should have thought to bring it with us, Officer Stubbin. Sorry we didn’t think of it. It’ll be safe at our place overnight though.”
 
   They weren’t yelling, and thankfully it didn’t sound contrived. Just a little loud.
 
   Joe came out of the kitchen and stopped at our table. “I just wanted to apologize again for disturbing you this afternoon, Mrs. Cross.”
 
   “You didn’t bother me,” I said.
 
   He studied my face for a brief moment before he nodded and went back to the kitchen.
 
   Jimmy lowered his voice. “Here’s the plan. While you’re still here eating, I’ll head out to your place and park in the barn. Be sure you get home before dark because I don’t think our killer will show up while it’s still light out. Park your Jeep in the barn, too, because I understand you’re supposed to be going to the movies.”
 
   “Word gets around fast,” Chris said.
 
   “Spreads like wildfire. You’d think this town was made up of a bunch of old ladies.” Bill, I realized, wasn’t always politically correct. I shrugged it off.
 
   Jimmy smiled at each of as though we were just chatting, but that’s not what we were doing. “Bill, you take the south side of the yard, out past the oak tree. Chris, you take the west side and stay out of sight. I’ll take the east side. I’m not going to worry about the north side because I really doubt anyone is going to come from the creek. I’ll wait in the barn until you get there.”
 
   I picked up my purse and acted like I was searching for something. In the process, I pulled out a tissue and a key to the house. While dabbing at my nose, I casually placed the key on the table with my other hand.
 
   “Take the key and you can wait inside for us,” I said.
 
   “Thanks.” Jimmy pushed himself up from the table, palming the key as he did so.
 
   I put the tissue back in my purse.
 
   “You know, I could take the north side of the house, just in case.” I didn’t want to be left out.
 
   Chris shook his head. “No. I want you safely inside the house.” 
 
   “He’s right,” Bill said.
 
   Once again Jimmy spoke a little louder than necessary. “Well, I’ll see you folks in the morning. We’ll take another look around the grave for more evidence, too. The rain we had seems to have stirred things up.”
 
   Essie brought our food just as Jimmy turned to leave. “Bye, Jimmy.”
 
   “See you in the morning, Essie.” He glanced at us. “I always have breakfast here.”
 
   Mikey ate dinner at record speed. He wanted to help Essie around the restaurant. He’d soon find out what hard work is. I watched while she gave him some chores. He helped us at Bogey Nights from time to time, but all he did was greet people.
 
   First she had him start collecting glasses from vacated tables and leave them on the table closest to the kitchen. While she loaded them into a small tub to carry into the kitchen, he began collecting dirty dishes and silverware. My initial reaction was I wished he was wearing gloves. You know, germs. 
 
   Before I could give that idea more serious thought, Chris tapped me on the shoulder. “I think we’d better get going.” He already had the keys to the Jeep in his hand.
 
   I nodded and Bill stood up.
 
   “Just a minute.” I left them standing by the door and while I gave Mikey a hug and told him I’d see him in the morning.
 
   He said a quick, “Bye”, and went back to work. He was having fun. I wondered how long that would last.
 
   It wouldn’t be long until the sun set, so Chris didn’t waste any time driving home. Jimmy was already there and opened the barn door for us as we drove past the house. It wasn’t a huge barn but both vehicles fit with room to spare.
 
   “Let’s go inside the house and wait for dark before we spread out.” Jimmy made himself right at home and led the way. 
 
   After letting the dogs out to do their business, I closed all the curtains in the living room and we sat and waited while the sun dove behind the mountains. We didn’t turn on any lights and spoke quietly, killing a few more minutes. Jimmy thought ahead and brought walkie talkies with him. The men could stay in touch with each other, as well as with me. He checked to make sure they were working. I couldn’t help wondering why he hadn’t done that before coming out to the house.
 
   I excused myself and fed the dogs while the men talked quietly.
 
   Chris gave me a hug and reminded me to stay quiet before the three men left by the back door. I parted the curtains a crack and watched while they secreted themselves outside. They were careful, and if I hadn’t watched them I wouldn’t have any idea where they hid.
 
   The dogs seemed to sense something out of the ordinary was happening, and they stayed so close to me that I almost tripped over Watson. I caught myself on the door frame on my way into the kitchen.
 
   I’d thought ahead and left the pitcher of iced tea on the counter so I wouldn’t have to open or close the refrigerator door. I knew it was unlikely, but I didn’t want anyone to see the sudden flash of the light. I had the tea, a glass and the sugar lined up on the sink. I could make myself a drink by feel, which I did.
 
   Sitting at the kitchen table, I waited. I had no clue what I was waiting for, other than maybe the sounds of Jimmy arresting someone.
 
   I felt useless and began to pace. There was just enough light to see where the dogs were and I kept my eye on them. They had a habit of getting in the way. Sometimes they were too protective, although I was glad for their company at the moment.
 
   The walkie talkie was on the sink, so I picked it up along with my tea and headed for the living room where I curled up on the sofa. It was so comfortable I was afraid I might fall asleep and miss all the action. 
 
   I rolled my eyes, thinking about how much my life had changed since I met Chris – from waitress to solver of mysteries and finder of killers in one easy lesson. Ha!
 
   I had a feeling it was going to be a long evening.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Forty-three
 
    
 
   Sitting alone in the dark gives a person too much time to think. I closed my eyes and went over everything in my mind, from the day we’d arrived at the house until now. We weren’t from this area, and until the last few days we’d never met any of the local people. How the heck had we ended up in the middle of a murder? Sheesh. We just wanted a nice vacation and we wanted to celebrate Mikey’s adoption.
 
   When I opened my eyes I realized it had become darker. There should have been at least a little moonlight. Oh, right. I’d closed all the curtains. Hmm. There was bare window above the curtains, so I was right, there should have been more light. Carefully, I made my way to the window to open the curtain a sliver. I wanted to know what was going on.
 
   Just as I reached for it, I heard someone whisper something over the walkie talkie and I hurried back toward the sofa, tripping over Watson and falling flat on my face. I reached up from my embarrassing spot on the floor and felt around for the stupid contraption that was now only making static noises.
 
   I found it and pushed what I thought was the Talk button. Nothing happened. I felt around and found another button, pushed it and whispered, “Did someone want something?”
 
   Chris spoke very softly and I could barely hear him. “I asked if you’re okay. I was beginning to worry when you didn’t answer.” 
 
   “Oh. I’m here and I’m okay.” I grabbed hold of the edge of the coffee table for support while I pulled myself up, hitting my other hand on the edge of the table and dropping the walkie talkie. I rubbed my hand because I’d hit it hard.
 
   Chris said, “Okay, just checkin’.” There was a click and he was gone. 
 
   I dropped back to my knees to feel around for the hand-held radio and all I felt was a dog’s paw. Good ol’ Sherlock began licking my hair.
 
   “Stop it.”
 
   My command just made him lick faster. He seemed to think I’d come down to his level to play. I could hear Watson padding over to see what all the commotion was about.
 
   “What is it with you and hair?” I pushed him away and stood up to get away from him, feeling for the walkie talkie with my foot. 
 
   He licked my foot.
 
   Once again, I rolled my eyes. “You can be so annoying sometimes.”
 
   I sat down on the sofa and pulled up my feet. I’d find the little two-way radio later.
 
   It suddenly dawned on me that it wasn’t going to be a long evening after all, because if the killer made his move, he’d have to do it while we were at the movies. He wouldn’t wait until we were home. I sat up straight and began feeling for the radio with my foot again so I could mention my sudden epiphany to Chris.
 
   When Sherlock sniffed my foot I pulled it back up on the sofa. My mind was whirling and my stomach did a little dance. I didn’t need to tell Chris anything. The men already knew this and I’d only make myself sound like a goofball. Our whole plan had been to make it easy for the killer to come to the house while we were supposedly gone.
 
   My stomach continued to flutter because I realized the murderer could show up at any moment.
 
   I tried to read the time on my watch but it was too dark to see it. Standing, I shuffled my feet across the floor so I wouldn’t trip over the dogs. I walked into a protruding knob on the lower door of a china cabinet which told me I was to the left of the kitchen door. I stopped and grimaced, the pain ripping through my knee, before moving to the right to find the kitchen.
 
   My idea was that the microwave would be easy to read with the numbers lit. No such luck. Twelve o’clock was blinking in a bright light which meant at some time the microwave had gone off and we’d never corrected the time. It must have been during the recent storm.
 
   I took a peek out the back window and saw why there was no light filtering through the windows. The moon barely showed through some heavy clouds. Another storm must be moving in. It was so quiet in the house. I could hear the wind picking up outside. What lousy timing. This reminded me too much of an old black and white movie. Every time something happened, the wind would howl and lightning and thunder would crack across the sky. At least the storm hadn’t started yet. No loud booms to cover up the noise an intruder might make.
 
   With my hands in front of me so I wouldn’t walk into anything, and shuffling my feet so I wouldn’t trip, I made my way back to the living room, found the sofa, and sat quietly. Once again waiting. I didn’t like waiting. I didn’t have a lot of patience. I sighed loudly.
 
   Watson growled softly.
 
   “Shhh. Don’t make any noise.” I figured Sherlock was too close to her and she was warning him off. She did that frequently, even though they adored each other.
 
   She growled in spite of my warning.
 
   “Shh.”
 
   Creak.
 
   Chris must had tried to radio me again while I was in the kitchen and decided he’d better come check on me. The door was locked, so he’d have to knock.
 
   I waited.
 
   Watson growled a little louder and I reached over to quiet her down. I ran my hand down her back and discovered her hackles were up. I also discovered it wasn’t Watson. It was Sherlock, the larger of the two dogs.
 
   Why hadn’t Chris knocked? Both dogs were growling and I shushed them, realizing it wasn’t Chris at the door.
 
   I threw myself on the floor and began feeling around for the walkie talkie.
 
   Someone fiddled with the door handle, trying to get inside.
 
   The dogs jumped up and began barking angrily. Someone was trying to invade their space and they weren’t happy. Neither was I. My stomach lurched and I finally found the walkie talkie.
 
   Bang! The screen door slammed and I heard footsteps as someone ran around the side of the house and off toward the creek.
 
   “He’s here,” I yelled into the two-way radio. “He’s running toward the creek. Hurry!”
 
   Within moments I heard footsteps pounding as Chris, Bill and Jimmy ran behind the house and in the direction of the creek.
 
   Running through the house toward the kitchen, I slammed my face right into the door frame, knocking myself silly. I reached up and felt my forehead where a lump was already growing.
 
   Holding my head, I made my way to the back door and looked out the window. I couldn’t see anything but trees and shadows.
 
   “And Chris talks about awkward moments? He should try walking in my shoes for about half an hour.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Forty-four
 
    
 
   The lights came on as fast as I could flip the switches. I’d had enough of the dark and felt safer as the house became brighter. My last flip was the switch that turned on the porch light.
 
   While I waited for the men to return, hopefully with a murderer in tow, I filled a kitchen towel with ice cubes and held it against the lump on my forehead. The comfy sofa called my name and I sat down and rubbed my throbbing knee with my other hand, the same hand that was also sore from my encounter with the coffee table.
 
   I was feeling pretty sorry for myself when I heard footsteps stomping up the front steps. I limped-ran to the window and saw Chris coming up the steps.
 
   The screen door creaked while I was unlocking the door. The dogs danced in joy, somehow knowing it was their person coming inside the house.
 
   Chris shoved it open angrily and hit my forehead. I fell backward and landed on my rump, and immediately started crying. This was the last straw.
 
   “Pamela! Did the killer get in?” Chris tried to pull me up and I motioned him off. He insisted and pulled me to a standing position.
 
   “Did he beat you up?” Bill sounded like he was ready to pull out the shotgun again.
 
   “No and no,” I said tearfully.
 
   “Well, what the hell happened?” Bill asked.
 
   Before I could answer I heard Jimmy’s patrol car leaving with his siren blaring. I could see the light bar flashing and reflecting off the windows, too.
 
   “You didn’t catch the guy?” I couldn’t believe it. After all this, and they didn’t catch him again?
 
   Chris scowled. “He had too much of a head start.”
 
   Bill’s face looked even darker than Chris’s. “Jimmy said the only way he could have come from the creek was to park farther down the road and hike in. He’s hoping to beat the killer to his car.”
 
   “Could you see him? What did he look like?”
 
   “Tall and skinny,” Bill said.
 
   “Medium size and on the heavy side,” Chris said.
 
   “Well, which was it?”
 
   Chris’s face looked dark and angry. “He was running and there wasn’t any light. Like I said, he had a long head start and we couldn’t see much of him.”
 
   My tears stopped flowing and I began laughing, which made me start crying again.
 
   Bill’s face registered fear. “Is she hysterical? Should we slap her or something?”
 
   “No. Don’t touch her. It looks like she’s been through enough already.” Chris gently led me to the sofa and helped me sit.
 
   I waved my hand in a fluttering motion at Bill and tried to gain control of myself. After a couple of sputters I took a deep breath, closed my eyes and sat quietly.
 
   “Angel, what happened?” Chris gently touched the goose egg on my forehead.
 
   I explained about tripping over the dog and the rest of my evening, not leaving out one single detail. “So, you see, I probably would have been safer if I’d been outside with all of you.”
 
   “Are you serious? This all happened in the short time we were outside?” Bill eyes were wide and he shook his head.
 
   “How long were you outside?” I asked.
 
   “About an hour,” Chris replied.
 
   “It felt like three.” I pushed my husband’s hand away from my forehead and replaced the icy towel.
 
   “It seems like you’re always getting hurt, Duchess. What am I gonna do with you?”
 
   “You’ve had your moments, too.”
 
   “Only once when someone hit me over the head. You’ve fallen down stairs, had someone try to hit you on the head, with a cast iron skillet I might add, and now this. Can’t I leave you alone for five minutes?” 
 
   I knew he was joking and smiled at him. “Bogey Man, it seems like you’re always there to take care of me. That’s all that matters.”
 
   Bill leaned back on the sofa. “You two are nuts.”
 
   “But we have a lot of fun.” Chris, sitting on my other side, also leaned back.
 
   “I could sure use a glass of iced tea and an aspirin.” I said it sweetly, but really hoped I could guilt someone into getting them for me.
 
   “I’ll take care of it.” Bill left the room.
 
   Chris began examining all my injuries. I’d ended up with both hands banged up, one throbbing knee and the large goose egg on my forehead. I guess it could have been worse.
 
   “Your eye is turning black.” Chris wasn’t helping. It was worse.
 
   Bill returned with my tea and pain relievers, handing them to me like I was a delicate little flower. “What I don’t understand is why didn’t your eyes adjust to the dark?”
 
   I looked at my brother-in-law and closed my eyes. “I want you to turn off every light in the house. Turn off the porch light last.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Just do it, please. Then stand by the front door for a few minutes before you walk back to the couch.”
 
   He looked at his brother like I’d lost my mind.
 
   “Just do it. Humor her,” Chris said.
 
   Bill shrugged and began turning off all the lights, ending with the front porch light. He waited for a few minutes. The room was as quiet as a mausoleum. 
 
   “Now,” I said.
 
   I could hear his footsteps, one of the dogs yelped, and Bill said several words that made me glad Mikey wasn’t home to hear them. The sofa lurched when Bill walked into it.
 
    “Need I say more?” I turned on the lamp next to the sofa.
 
   A car pulled into the driveway and I figured it must be Jimmy.
 
   Chris opened the front door to let him in.
 
   Jimmy stood in front of us with his feet spread apart and his hands on his gun belt. “He got away, but I did find something. I found where he parked in the dirt on the side of the road, and thanks to the rain we had there are tire tracks. Officer Hickman is on his way out with the kit to make an impression of them. It may be all we have to work with, other than the piece of fabric.”
 
   Thunder cracked off in the distance.
 
   Chris opened the screen door and looked up at the sky. “I hope he hurries or they may be washed away.” 
 
   “As a police officer, I’ve never felt so ineffectual. I’m lost and I don’t know what to do next.”
 
   I was surprised he’d admitted his feelings.
 
   “Play it by ear,” Chris said. “We can’t create evidence, so all we can do is wait. I’m going to guess someone will give themselves away when we least expect it. In the meantime, just listen closely and be watchful.”
 
   Jimmy smiled. “Thanks, man.” I could hear sincere appreciation in his voice. Chris had let him off the hook without making him feel stupid.
 
   That’s when Jimmy finally took a good long look at me. “Don’t tell me he got inside the house.”
 
   “No.” I gave him a brief overview of what had taken place.
 
   “Still, you wouldn’t have had all those accidents if it weren’t for the killer. I’m going to get this guy if it’s the last thing I do.”
 
   Chris rocked back on his heels and pulled on his ear lobe. “Now you’re cookin’. This cream puff is about to find out what curtains means.”
 
   “Yeah.” Bill rocked back on his heels, mimicking his brother, and I laughed. And my head throbbed.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Forty-five
 
    
 
   Jimmy left, and I went to bed hoping I’d feel better in the morning. Chris and Bill stayed up and talked.
 
   The next morning I awoke to find I felt like I’d been hit by a truck. So much for feeling better. Chris said he’d fix breakfast so he set the table, pulled down two different brands of cereal, got out the milk and called it good.
 
   “Next time I’ll do breakfast,” Bill said. “Who knew it could be so easy?” He laughed at his own little joke just before his cell phone rang.
 
   Glancing at the caller ID, he frowned and answered the call. “Hi, Steph. What’s up?”
 
   Chris poured cereal in to my bowl and added milk.
 
   “You’re so thoughtful,” I said, smiling. “Maybe next time I’ll fix breakfast. Bill’s right. Who knew it was so easy?”
 
   “Don’t complain or next time it’ll be burned toast.” He returned my smile.
 
   Bill listened to his wife for quite a while before responding.
 
   “We’re fine, Steph. I’m having a good time with my brother and there’s no need for you to drive all the way out here to make sure we’re okay. My head is just fine and it won’t be long until they take the stitches out.”
 
   I glanced at the stitches, remembering when Bill had been smacked on the head. Reaching up, I gently touched my forehead. My eyes turned to Chris, who had no bruises, contusions or cuts.
 
   “I’ll be home in a few days, hon. No, we didn’t catch the killer yet, but we’re close.” He walked out the back door and spoke to his wife in privacy.
 
   “I’ll bet Stephanie will be here soon,” I said.
 
   “No, Bill can be as stubborn as a mule. He’ll talk her out of it.”
 
   “Uh huh. Do you think I’d stay home under the same circumstances?”
 
   “No, but you’re a different story. Stephanie likes her women’s clubs and shopping. I’m surprised they spend any time out here on the farm. Sometimes I’m surprised she and Bill married because they’re so different, but it seems to work for them.”
 
   Bill returned and sat at the table. He picked up his spoon and took a few bites of cereal before he said anything. “I talked her out of coming. I’m sure of it.”
 
   He didn’t sound too sure to me, but what did I know?
 
   I touched the large bump on my forehead again, testing for soreness, and flinched. Yeah, it was sore.
 
   Bill studied my face. “You’ve got a real shiner.” He glanced at my hands. “Your hands don’t look much better.”
 
   “Thanks. I needed an appraisal.”
 
   Chris pushed his bowl away and stood up. “Come on, let’s scram. We’ve got to pick Mikey up and we’ll have a good breakfast while we’re in town.”
 
   There being no arguments, I took care of the dogs, grabbed my purse and we were on our way. Bill wanted to take his truck, but I told him my knee was too sore to climb up into it. We took the Jeep. I was planning on getting a lot of mileage out of last night’s mishaps.
 
   We arrived at the Burnt Bun and I limped in, looking for my son. I didn’t see him anywhere.
 
   “Essie? Where’s Mikey?”
 
   She looked up from an order pad and did a double take. “He’s in the kitchen, helping Joe. What the heck happened to you?”
 
   “Just a little household accident. I’ll be fine.”
 
   She looked me up and down before turning to Chris, who’d just walked through the door. Her look told me she wasn’t quite sure if it had been an accident or not.
 
   “Look at me, Essie.” I smiled at her. “I got up during the night and it was dark. I didn’t quite make it to the kitchen between the dark, tripping over one of the dogs and staying in an unfamiliar house. Everything in that place was an obstacle.”
 
   “Yeah, okay. I guess. I’ll go get Mikey.” She disappeared into the kitchen for a moment.
 
   I saw Joe stick his head around the kitchen door, look me up and down and disappear again. 
 
   It wasn’t long until my son came running out of the kitchen. Essie must have warned him about the way I looked because after a quick hug he stepped back and studied me without looking surprised. “Very cool black eye, Mom. Does it hurt?”
 
   “Yes, Ace, your mom is having some pain.” Chris held his hands out, waiting for his own hug.
 
   I was so glad Mikey hadn’t grown up enough yet to be annoyed when we wanted to hug him. In fact, after hugging Chris he turned to his uncle and gave him a hug, too.
 
   Bill looked pleased.
 
   “How was your movie last night? Are you sure I’m not old enough to see that kind of movie? I mean, I’m eight now, after all.” What a little ham. He was trying to make sure our story sounded like the truth.
 
   Essie stood near us, listening.
 
   “I’m sure. You wouldn’t have liked it. There was too much romance for your tastes.” I winked at him.
 
   “You son was a perfect angel last night,” Essie said. “I haven’t enjoyed myself that much in a long time. He can tell you about the movie we watched on TV and about the game we played.” She excused herself and headed for a table to take orders.
 
   “Have you had breakfast yet?” I was sure he had, but it never hurts to check.
 
   He rolled his eyes. That’s my son! “We’re in a diner, Mother. Of course I ate already.”
 
   “Soooory,” I said. “My mistake. But we’re going to eat if you want to sit down with us.”
 
   “I think I’m going to help Essie some more.”
 
   Chris placed his hand on Mikey’s back and herded him toward the window table we liked. “Why don’t you take a break, Ace? We haven’t seen you since last night.”
 
   He glanced at me. “Okay. I want to hear the real story behind Mom’s black eye anyway.”
 
   “I walked into a door, and that’s the truth.”
 
   “If you say so.”
 
   “When we get home I’ll tell you the whole story. Okay?”
 
   He nodded.
 
   We sat down and Essie came over to take our orders.
 
   After she left, Mikey asked, “So did you catch him?”
 
   “No, Ace, we didn’t. He got away again. But we’re getting closer. Jimmy found something that might help us identify his car.”
 
   “Cool. What was it?”
 
   “Tire tracks.” Bill picked up a piece of toast and took a bite.
 
   Chris finished his breakfast in a hurry while Bill and I took our time. “I’ll be back in a few minutes. I’ve got an errand to run.”
 
   I raised my eyebrow at him, but he didn’t explain.
 
   “Can I go with you, Dad?”
 
   “Sure, Ace. Let’s go.”
 
   Bill wiped egg off his plate with the last slice of toast. “I wonder what that was all about.”
 
   “I have no clue. You never know with my husband.”
 
   Bill suddenly stood and leaned toward the window. “I could swear I just saw Steph drive past. Nah, it couldn’t have been her. It’d take her hours to get here.” He sat down with an expression that told me he was doing some mental figuring, probably about the logistics of Stephanie driving to the Perry farm.
 
   “I wouldn’t worry, Bill. You’ve got her on your mind and it was probably just a car that looked similar to hers.”
 
   “Sure. That’s it.” He seemed to relax.
 
   Bill took a sip of his coffee while I chewed on the last bite of my toast.
 
   I wondered when Chris would be back and what he was up to.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Forty-six
 
    
 
   About five minutes later Chris walked through the front door wearing a bright red and black plaid flannel shirt. Mikey glanced at me before turning his attention to his shoes. He wouldn’t look at us, but I could see a grin on his face. He knew what his father was up to.
 
   As soon as he was close enough I grabbed Chris’s arm and pulled him toward an empty chair. “Sit down. What do you think you’re doing?”
 
   “If this doesn’t get the killer’s attention, nothing will.”
 
   “That’s for sure. That’s a really bright red shirt. Are you trying to get yourself killed? You might as well carry around a sign that says, ‘I know what you were wearing when you killed Charlie.’ Chris, what were you thinking?”
 
   “That we want to catch a murderer and, yes, this will tell him we’re onto him.”
 
   Bill sat and watched his brother with narrowed eyes. “Wish I’d have thought of that. That’s a lot brighter red than the piece of shirt we found though. I’d see that shirt coming a mile away.”
 
   Chris rolled up his sleeves. “The only problem is the men’s store down the street has several of these. I talked to the owner and he said the shirts are very popular. He couldn’t remember everyone who’s bought one in the darker red color.”
 
   “Did you see any that weren’t so bright?” I asked.
 
   “Just this color, and of course blue and yellow and colors like that.”
 
   I looked out the window just in time to see Tony walk by. He glanced through the window, and when he saw Chris he stopped dead in his tracks. He pointedly looked from Chris to himself, and pointed at the shirt he was wearing – a red and black flannel shirt. After a small wave, he laughed and moved on. His shirt was tucked in, making me wonder if a piece of the bottom was missing. And why would he purposely stop to call attention to his own shirt? Maybe he’d seen Chris coming out of the men’s clothing store. But, really, could there be a chance he was flaunting the red shirt? It wasn’t the bright red of Chris’s shirt, but still… It didn’t make sense.
 
   Essie brought out an order and placed it on a table near us. She turned away from the table and saw Chris, and tipped her head in thought. She approached our table. “That’s not the shirt you had on when you came in, is it? Am I losing my mind?”
 
   “No, I just bought this. I liked the colors, and it seems to be a popular type shirt around town.”
 
   “It is. Joe even has one. I think Stu does, too. A lot of the men around here wear plaid flannel, but yours is really a bright red.” She smiled and walked away, chuckling to herself.
 
   My husband’s face turned a light shade of pink. “Was she making fun of my new red shirt?”
 
   “Sweetie, it really is a very bright red. The colors are more like something a woman might wear.”
 
   “I tried to tell him, Mom, but he wouldn’t listen.”
 
   “It’s okay, Ace. At least I’m getting the attention I’d hoped for.” Chris took a deep breath and lowered his head to look at his shirt. He started to laugh. “It didn’t look quite this bright in the store. I feel like I’m wearing a neon sign.”
 
   Bill shook his head. “Well, I might have picked a different color, but I like your idea.”
 
   After we paid the bill Chris said he wanted to walk down to the police department to see if Jimmy was in. He was, and he smiled when he spotted the Bogey Man’s new shirt.
 
   “Is this part of the plan?” he asked.
 
   “Yeah. I’m very visible and getting lots of attention, so don’t laugh.”
 
   “Oh, I wouldn’t do that.” Jimmy reached up and briefly covered his mouth with his hand, almost like he was caressing a non-existent mustache.
 
   Bill stepped forward. “So did you guys get a cast of those tire tracks?”
 
   “We did, and Rosebutz took the cast into Reno to have them look at it. They should be able to tell us something about the type of tire, which might help. We can check with the local tire shop to see who might have used that brand of tire.”
 
   Jimmy had to take a call, so we left, ready to go home and rest before the next chapter of our story began.
 
   On the way home Mikey had a lot of questions about my injuries. I answered them all, making a point of telling him whoever had been at the door never got near me. He looked relieved.
 
   Chris pulled into the driveway and I was surprised to see Sherlock and Watson running out to meet us. 
 
   “I know I left them in the house. Watch out for them, Chris.”
 
   “I know. You don’t need to tell me.”
 
   The dogs did a dance around the sides of the Jeep.
 
   Bill groaned and we all swung our heads around to look at him. “Steph’s here. It was her I saw.” He pointed toward her red sports car which was parked by the side of the house.
 
   Chris didn’t know what we were talking about because he and Mikey had been at the men’s store when she’d driven through town.
 
   “At least I know how the dogs got out, and I’m relieved I didn’t leave the door open.” 
 
   We pulled up to the house and climbed out of the car. Stephanie was sitting outside. She waved and smiled.
 
   Between us arriving home and Stephanie’s sudden appearance, the dogs were practically beside themselves. They ran up the porch steps with tails waving frantically. Stephanie hugged each one before brushing dog hair off her lap.
 
   “Where’ve you been?” she asked.
 
   Bill frowned. “In town. We drove in for breakfast. What’re you doing here? I told you not to drive out here.”
 
   “I felt like I was missing all the fun.”
 
   “Fun? We’re trying to solve a murder. This isn’t fun and games.” Bill pulled her up and gave her a kiss, even if he did sound irritated with her.
 
   “Poor choice of words.” She gave her husband a tight hug. “I missed you. Besides, it actually kinda sounded like you were having a good time.” Her voice sounded a tad whiney, but her face was lit up like a Christmas tree at the sight of her husband. She clearly adored him.
 
   “Hi, Stephanie,” I said. “It’s good to see you.” I meant it. It would be nice to have some female company around.
 
   She looked me up and down and climbed down the steps, throwing her arms around me. “It’s good to see you, too. You look fantastic, Pamela. Don’t you ever have a bad day?”
 
   I laughed. “Thanks, I think. We’ve had a lot of bad days lately.”
 
   She turned to Chris and hugged him before grabbing hold of Mikey and smothering him with kisses and hugs. “Well, Aunt Steph is here now and things are about to change. I promise.” 
 
   I thought I heard my brother-in-law groan again.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Forty-seven
 
    
 
   Stephanie was off and running. “By the way, are there any good places to shop around here? I love going to new places because I can find things that aren’t the run-of-the-mill styles and colors.” 
 
   Stephanie hugged Mikey again but didn’t stop talking. 
 
   “I’ve never had a chance to explore the towns around here. Oh, and Chris, I love that shirt. You’re making a bold statement with that color. Bill should take a chance with new styles once in a while.” 
 
   She looked at her husband and squeezed my son’s shoulders. 
 
   “You really should, you know. Red wouldn’t be a good color on you though. You couldn’t pull it off like Chris. Maybe a bright yellow would work for you. Now, Mikey’s another story. With his dark blond hair and blue eyes, he could wear just about any color. And speaking of color, I wasn’t going to say anything, but what happened to you, Pam? I figured it was none of my business, but really, the color of that black eye doesn’t suit you at all.”
 
   She stopped to take a breath and Mikey quickly stepped back. He looked happy though. It was clear his aunt liked him. The dogs sat down next to him and watched her like she was a new toy we’d brought them. They looked like they were biding their time, waiting until they could play with her. I thought I saw Sherlock eying her hair.
 
   Before I could answer her about my bruises, she was off on another tangent. “Okay, let’s go inside and get something cold to drink while you all tell me the whole story. I know Bill didn’t tell me everything, and everything must include Pam’s black eye.”
 
   “It does,” I said.
 
   “You should try to cover that up with make-up. I think I’ve got a concealer that might work. I’ll look for it later.”
 
   She looked at her husband. “Come here, darlin’, and let me see your head.” She tsked. “I can’t believe someone got the drop on you.”
 
   Stephanie Cross was like a whirlwind. She might be just what we needed to energize us and maybe she’d see things with a fresh eye.
 
   Bill might have groaned when he saw that his wife had arrived, but within minutes he was grinning. “That’s my wife.” It was a three-word sentence, but it spoke volumes. He followed her inside, along with the rest of us.
 
   “How did you get here so fast?” Chris asked.
 
   “Shoot! I didn’t get here so fast. I was on my way when I called Bill. I couldn’t tell him or he’d make me turn around and go home.” She looked at the dogs and patted her lap. “Look at you two. Aren’t you just the cutest little things I ever saw? Come see Aunt Steph. I know we’re going to be great friends. I just love little dogs.”
 
   At one hundred and five, and eighty-five pounds, cute and little didn’t described Sherlock and Watson, even on a good day. Beautiful and big might work, but not little dogs.
 
   I’d forgotten what a talker Stephanie was. I remembered when I met her Bill had to distract her so the rest of us could get a word in. But she was adorable, all five feet, nine inches of slender woman. She was almost as tall as Chris, and he was close to six feet. She had soft blonde hair that brushed her shoulders and she was one of the most stylish women I’d ever known. She and Bill were a good match – Mr. Macho and Mrs. Feminine to Chris’s and my Mr. & Mrs. Bogey Man.
 
   “Okay, now I want the skinny on this murder thing. Skinny is the right phrase, isn’t it?” She glanced at Chris for confirmation.
 
   He nodded. “That works as well as anything else.”
 
   Surprisingly, even with all of her jabbering, Stephanie was a no-nonsense woman. She listened intently and asked questions that made us look at things in a new light.
 
   “It sounds to me like you’re all so busy trying to trick the killer into giving himself away that you’re not looking at the whole picture. From what you’ve described, I think this was a spur of the moment killing. I don’t think it was planned ahead of time. And hitting the dead man with a shovel sounds like the shovel was a convenience, which also makes me think this wasn’t planned. What about motive?”
 
   Chris took this question. “So far we haven’t come up with one. With the exception of the town drunk, it seems like everyone liked Charlie.”
 
   “I don’t know if you’d call him the town drunk,” I said. “I mean, he does drink a lot, but he also holds a job.”
 
   Stephanie glanced at her husband. “Lots of drunks hold jobs. Just ask Bill. There are a couple of guys on his crew that could drink most people under the table. Why, I don’t know how they sober up so fast after some of the partying they do. They have no fashion sense either. You should see the outfits they wear on the construction site.”
 
   I smothered a giggle. How could she think of a construction site and fashion at the same time?
 
   “Okay, Steph. Let’s not worry about the boys. As long as they don’t show up drunk or make mistakes because of their drinking, I’m not going to say anything to them. I’m not their father.”
 
   “Well – ”
 
   “Let it go. We can have this discussion at home, and it has nothing to do with Charlie getting himself murdered.”
 
   She nodded. “You’re right, honey. Did you meet Charlie? What was he like?”
 
   “No, I never met him. I just found his body.”
 
   “You found him? I guess I missed that part.” Stephanie moved closer to her husband where they sat on the couch and slipped her arm under his, letting her hand rest on his hand. “My poor baby. I just can’t imagine what you must have been feeling. That would have been so awful. I’m just glad you didn’t find him when the killer was still here. Do you think you’re going to need therapy?”
 
   Bill’s face softened when he looked at his wife and he laughed. “Therapy? Have you been reading more of those self-help books? No, sweetie, I’m not going to need therapy.”
 
   I watched the couple and realized it was their differences that made them so close. It was so visible in their expressions. Bill might act like Stephanie got on his nerves, but I didn’t believe it. They adored each other. I noticed Mikey watching them with interest, too.
 
   Stephanie let go of her husband’s arm and stood. “Okay, I want to meet all the players. There has to be a reason someone conked this man over the head with a shovel and I want to get a feel for all of them.”
 
   I looked up at the ceiling and back at her. “Now that I think about it, there aren’t that many suspects. We know Charlie and Tony Hellman didn’t get along. Stu runs the local grocery store, but I can’t bring myself to think of him as a killer. Joe and his wife Essie, and Charlie, were good friends. There’s Doc Holland, but I can’t picture him murdering anyone either. Besides, about the only time we’ve seen him is when a dead body shows up. Of course, we don’t know everyone in town. It could be someone completely unknown to us, but I doubt it.” 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Forty-eight
 
    
 
   Stephanie delicately licked her upper lip. “Is there some reason a woman couldn’t have done it?” 
 
   Chris watched her thoughtfully. “I guess not if she got the drop on him, but the only woman we know is Essie. She’s not the killer type.”
 
   “Shows how little you know. I could kill someone if I had to.” She slightly turned her head and looked at Chris out of the corner of her eye. “I wouldn’t, but I could. I watch enough television to know a lot of murders are spur of the moment and involve some kind of passion.”
 
   Something about her comment struck a nerve in me. “Passion? That’s what killed the first man we found – old Henry. Some guy named Melvyn wanted Henry’s wife for himself. It was kind of a love triangle except the woman didn’t return Melvyn’s feelings. This went on for years until the men had a showdown and Melvyn murdered old Henry.”
 
   Stephanie raised her eyebrows. “Did Melvyn get together with the wife?”
 
   “No. She didn’t want anything to do with him. Old Henry had disappeared and no one knew for sure what happened to him, but it was a good bet Melvyn killed him. Melvyn tried to have his way with Frannie and she shot him. Dead. End of story.”
 
   “History very seldom repeats itself in real life,” Bill said. “That doesn’t seem to be the case here.”
 
   Chris’s mouth dropped open. “I think you may have just solved the puzzle, bro.”
 
   Stephanie seemed to be oblivious to what Chris said. “Bro? You two are calling each other bro now? How quaint. Very street smart, kind of, but at least that tells me you two are getting along.” 
 
   I glanced at Chris and wondered what Bill’s comment had triggered. What could Chris be thinking? I usually had at least an inkling of what was going on, but this time I didn’t have a clue. And yet something was bothering me. I just couldn’t quite grasp the elusive thought.
 
   And then it struck me. Stu has a wife named Jean. We’d never met her, but it was a cinch Charlie knew her well. After all, it was a small town. And why hadn’t we met her? In all our dealings with Stu, why hadn’t Jean ever been around? The law of averages made me think we should have at least seen her.
 
   “Are you thinking what I’m thinking, Chris?”
 
   He smiled at me, our minds coming together as one. “Probably so.”
 
   “I have an idea, too,” Mikey said, rubbing his chin as though he had whiskers.
 
   “Come on, we’ll talk about it on the way to town. We need to go see Jimmy.” Chris was already fishing his keys out of his pocket and heading for the door.
 
   “Wait for me,” Stephanie said. “I still want to meet all the people.”
 
   “And what if one of them really is the killer?” Bill gently turned her toward him.
 
   “It’s okay. I’ll have you and Chris there to protect me.”
 
   I laughed and a couple of frowns were directed toward me in the process. “Sorry,” I said.
 
   We never discussed our thoughts on the way into town because Stephanie wanted to hear the whole story again. She had more questions, and the more I thought about it, her comment about crimes of passion might be exactly what we’d been missing.
 
   Chris pulled the Jeep up in front of the Burnt Bun. “Let’s go in and have a cold drink before we go flap our lips Jimmy. If I’ve got the wrong guy pegged for bumping off Charlie, then Jimmy will think I’ve got bats in the belfry. I don’t want to finger the wrong guy. These people are all pals of Jimmy’s.”
 
   “You go in and Stephanie and I will meet you. I want to run over to the store to get some milk. I’ll introduce her to Stu while we’re there.”
 
   “Yeah, okay. But be careful.”
 
   “Always.”
 
   We walked into the store and Stu was in front putting up a display of sodas. His back was to us.
 
   “Stu,” I said.
 
   He knocked over a stack of soda cans. “Pamela! You just took ten years off my life. Guess my mind was somewhere else.” He stood up and studied Stephanie.
 
   “This is my sister-in-law. We came in to buy some milk.” I hoped I didn’t sound as nervous as I felt.
 
   “It’s nice to meet you, Sister-in-Law.”
 
   “Sorry. Stu, this is Stephanie, Bill’s wife.”
 
   He smiled. “Again, nice to meet you. Your husband is quite a guy.”
 
   I raised my eyebrows, both surprised that Stephanie hadn’t said a word yet and that Stu seemed to think highly of Bill. Maybe he was just being polite.
 
   “So is Chris,” Stu said, misinterpreting my expression.
 
   How could this man be a killer? I felt so comfortable around him. But, then, how many people have been interviewed on TV and said they never would have guessed their next door neighbor could be a serial killer because he was such a nice guy?
 
   I left Stephanie to chat with Stu while I bought a carton of milk. I was curious what her take on him would be.
 
   When I stopped to tell Stephanie we needed to go meet the boys, she was listening intently to Stu tell her about the grocery business. To look at her, you’d think he was the most fascinating man on the face of the earth.
 
   I touched her arm. “We need to go.”
 
   “Okay,” she said. “It was so nice to meet you, Stu. And tell your wife I said she’s a lucky woman.”
 
   He beamed and watched us leave the store.
 
   “It’s not him,” she said, linking her arm through mine while we walked to the diner.
 
   “What makes you say that?”
 
   “Just a hunch, but I don’t think he’s the killer type.”
 
   “And what makes a person the killer type?” I asked.
 
   “I really don’t know, but it’s not that nice man.”
 
   “Honestly? I don’t think so either. How did you know about his wife?”
 
   “I just asked a few casual questions and let him talk about himself and his life.”
 
   “Uh huh.” Apparently there was more to Stephanie than I saw on the surface. “The funny thing is that none of us have ever met his wife.”
 
   “She – ”
 
   “Hurry up, Mom.” Mikey stood in the doorway of the diner. “We can’t talk ‘til you guys are here.”
 
   “We’re coming. Hold your horses, kiddo.” Stephanie ruffled Mikey’s hair and surprisingly, it didn’t seem to bother him.
 
   He calmly finger-combed it back into place while smiling at his aunt.
 
   Chris and Bill were seated at our usual table and they’d ordered iced tea for us. Mikey had a chocolate malt sitting in front of him when he sat down.
 
   My husband casually glanced around the diner, letting his gaze rest momentarily on the general area of the kitchen before he started talking.
 
   “What are you looking for?” I asked.
 
   “I want to make sure no one can hear us.”
 
   Mikey took a sip of his malt before leaning forward conspiratorially. He didn’t seem to want to miss a word.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Forty-nine
 
    
 
   Chris looked into my eyes. “We both know who did this, don’t we? We’re on the same page, right?” He rolled his upper lip under and leaned back in his chair.
 
   “You betcha.” I smiled at my husband. Our minds were so in tune that we’d both figured out who the killer was. It was a marriage made in heaven. Two minds thinking as one.
 
   “Well, don’t keep us in suspense,” Bill said. “Who did it?”
 
   “Stu,” I said.
 
   “Doc,” Chris said.
 
   Our heads spun around and we looked at each other, our two minds having taken separate paths.
 
   “What?” we said in unison.
 
   Mikey’s head was swinging back and forth like he was at a tennis match. “Okay, who did it? I have an idea, too, you know.”
 
   “Stu,” I repeated.
 
   Chris shook his head. “No, it was Doc.”
 
   “How did you come up with a cockamamie idea like that?” I shook my head right back at him. What could he be thinking?
 
   “Could be I have some information you don’t.” He looked smug, which at the moment annoyed the heck out of me.
 
   “Dad, I – ”
 
   I held my hand up like a stop sign. “Just a minute, Mikey. Like what, Bogie Man? I mean, come on. We all know Stu is married, but we’ve never met his wife. Doc hasn’t been around very much, other than to pick up dead bodies. He hasn’t even been on our suspect list. Doc? Did he and Charlie even have that much of a connection? I can’t believe you’d think it was Doc, of all people.”
 
   “Stu would be the easy answer, and I don’t think this is going to be easy. I have a feeling the answer is in the past, just like with old Henry.” Chris still looked smug.
 
   “Dad?”
 
   “Hold on, Ace. There’s one thing everyone failed to mention to us,” Chris said. “Doc’s wife and Charlie were old friends. I mean very good old friends, when they were young.”
 
   “How’d you find that out?” What was he trying to pull? Doc? I didn’t believe it.
 
   “Mom, I wanted to tell you about – ”
 
   “Mikey, would you please wait a minute?” 
 
   Sometimes children should be seen and not heard. My son looked frustrated, but he needed to wait. The adults were figuring out who murdered Charlie.
 
   Stephanie tapped her long, perfectly manicured fingernails on the table. “Look. I know I talk a lot, but at least I know when to keep my voice down. Would you two speak a little softer? That waitress was looking over this way and trying to listen to our conversation.”
 
   I pulled my lips back in a grimace. “Did she hear us? Can you tell?”
 
   “I don’t think so, but she’s coming this way.” Stephanie put on her brightest smile and watched Essie cross the diner.
 
   “Uncle Bill, I need to say something.” Mikey sat up straighter in his chair.
 
   “In a minute, Ace.” Bill picked up his iced tea and took a big gulp.
 
   “Is everything okay here? Do you need anything else?” Essie stood by the table, smiling her own smile and waiting.
 
   “Do you have any pie?” Stephanie asked.
 
   “Of course.” Essie told her what flavors of pie they had and when Stephanie told her what she wanted, she walked away, looking reluctant to leave the table. Her steps were slow and she turned her head to the side as though trying to hear anything we might say. Apparently Essie was a lot more nosey than I’d realized.
 
   “Not too discreet, is she? She’s heading for the kitchen.” Stephanie started tapping her fingernails again. She was sitting with her back to the window so she had the best view of the diner, and she watched Essie disappear into the other room.
 
   I didn’t want to appear obvious, so I didn’t turn around to see what was going on. “Is she gone yet?”
 
   My sister-in-law held up her index finger for a moment before nodding. “Okay, let’s hear the rest, but keep your voices down. After all, you’re talking about who committed a murder and you don’t want to announce your suspicions to the whole world. Now tell me who this Doc person is, because I don’t remember you mentioning him. And don’t leave out details. Why didn’t you mention him before, when you told me the story? What else did you leave out? I thought you were going to tell me everything. I also – ”
 
   Bill patted his wife on the back. “Okay, honey, take a breath and let’s hear what Chris and Pamela have to say. Okay?”
 
   “Mom, I really need to tell you – ”
 
   I shook my head, cutting him off before looking at Chris. “Chris, tell me why you think it was Doc. Just because his wife and Charlie used to see each other doesn’t mean a hill of beans. Why wouldn’t he have… Why didn’t he kill Charlie years ago, if that’s the case?”
 
   “You have a good point, angel, but maybe it festered over the years. Who knows why it took so long? And why would you think Stu turned Charlie into buzzard bait?”
 
   “They’re so colorful, aren’t they?” Stephanie glanced at her husband and chuckled. “Buzzard bait. I’ll have to remember that one.”
 
   “Think about it, Bogey Man. Stu has been in on just about everything. He’s always there, trying to help. Don’t you think he just might have been trying to make sure no one suspected him? Think about it. We’ve never met his wife, and if we’re right about history repeating itself, it could be that Charlie and Jean were the ones having an affair.”
 
   “Bogey Man. I’ll have to remember that one, too. But – ” Stephanie held up her index finger again.
 
   “Shush, Steph. Let them talk.” Bill wrapped his hand around hers and lowered it to the table. “I’m really beginning to enjoy the way their minds work.”
 
   “Here comes the waitress with my pie. Put everything on hold for a minute.”
 
   Essie placed a plate with banana cream pie and a fork in front of Stephanie.
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   Essie stood next to my chair. “I just wanted to say I sure had a good time with Mikey last night. Maybe before you leave he can stay with us again. I’m just sorry Joe had to leave to work on the books here at the diner.”
 
   Chris and I both turned to Mikey.
 
   “That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you,” he whispered.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Fifty
 
    
 
   I looked up at Essie, trying to sound nonchalant. “Joe wasn’t home last night? I thought the two of you were going to take care of Mikey. What time did he leave to come to the diner?” Yeah, real subtle.
 
   She backed away from the table. Her voice broke and a tear slid down her cheek. “Oh, dear. Let me go get Joe. You need to talk to him. His birthday was coming up and…” 
 
   Before I could stop her, she turned and ran to the kitchen. I couldn’t hear the rest of what she was saying.
 
   “Mikey?” It was time to hear what he wanted to tell us.
 
   He sighed deeply before speaking, my little drama king. “Joe came home with us but he left before Essie and I turned on a movie. When I went to bed, he still wasn’t home. I woke up later and they were fighting. You know, being loud and arguing. I tried to hear what was wrong, but I think they heard me because they went outside and they stopped yelling.”
 
   “Joe?” Chris and I spoke at the same time, but this time Bill’s voice could be heard, too.
 
   “I’ve been trying to tell you that Stu’s wife has been out of town taking care of her mother.” Stephanie finally got to tell us what she knew, and it only added to my feelings of guilt about not listening to my son.
 
   It wasn’t long until Essie and Joe came out of the kitchen. He held a spatula in his hand and his face was deathly pale. She was crying. He was wearing a red and black plaid shirt covered by an apron. They approached our table slowly.
 
   I suddenly remembered why the fabric we’d found looked familiar. I’d seen Joe wearing the flannel shirt almost every time we’d come into the diner.
 
   None of us spoke.
 
   “It was an accident.” Joe’s voice shook. He looked like he was ready to pass out.
 
   An accident? He’d clobbered Charlie over the head with a shovel.
 
   “How can you call it an accident?” Chris was calling Joe on his statement, but still, he asked gently. I believed he realized how close to the edge the man was.
 
   “Mikey, would you please walk down to the police station and ask Jimmy to come back with you?” Joe made the request.
 
   With wide eyes and no questions, Mikey stood and rapidly walked out the door of the diner.
 
   Joe sat down in the vacated seat. “I thought Essie and Charlie were having an affair. I know it was stupid of me, but that’s what I thought. The silly part is, I know better. Essie wouldn’t ever do anything like that to me. I let my imagination get the best of me.”
 
   Essie sniffled and pulled over another chair.
 
   The Cross clan sat quietly and let the man talk. Stephanie looked like she wanted to say something, but she didn’t.
 
   Essie glanced around the diner. I thought she might be looking to see if any of the other patrons were listening to us.
 
   Joe sat quietly before speaking again. “I kept finding Charlie and Essie whispering, and when they’d see me, they’d shut up. You have to understand, it looked awfully suspicious. And Essie kept acting like she had a secret.”
 
   Joe was quiet for another minute. He seemed to be pulling his thoughts together. I also had a feeling he was looking for sympathy. As much as we liked him, I doubted he’d get it.
 
   He spoke very softly. “But I couldn’t let it go. It kept building in my mind. Something was going on between them.
 
   “Charlie and me were supposed to go to look for gold out at your place. I told him I’d meet him there because I had some work to do at the diner first. When I finally got to the Perry farm, I confronted him. I said I knew something was going on between him and Essie.”
 
   Joe took a deep breath. I could see how hard this was for him. He looked at the door like he wanted to stop talking and run for it. He set the spatula on the table instead and took a deep breath.
 
   “Anyway, Charlie says, ‘Yeah, me an’ Essie are havin’ an affair”. Can you imagine? He said what I’d been thinking. Only he was joking, and I didn’t know it. I punched him in the face, and then without thinking, I grabbed the closest thing, the shovel, and whacked him on the head. He grabbed onto my shirt when he was falling and tore it.” Lifting his chef’s apron, he showed us where the corner of his shirt was missing.
 
   A tear ran down his cheek, and Essie was sobbing.
 
   He held his hands up in supplication. “I didn’t know he was joking. I have a birthday coming up. Essie and Charlie, well, it turns out they were planning a surprise for me. That was why they’d been whispering.”
 
   He rested his hands on the table, all strength gone.
 
   “I’ve paid the price already. I murdered my closest friend and accused my wife of being unfaithful. I was wrong on both counts. If you people hadn’t started looking into things, maybe I’d have gotten away with murder. Except, I didn’t mean to do it. It just happened.”
 
   He glanced from face to face, apparently looking for understanding. It wasn’t forthcoming.
 
   “Joe,” Essie said, “I’ve always loved you. There’s never been anyone else.”
 
   “I know that now. I’m such a fool.” He rubbed his arm absent-mindedly. 
 
   “How could you have ever suspected me of seeing another man?” Essie had an odd look on her face. If I could have read her expression, I’d have a feeling she was seeing Joe in a new light, and it wasn’t a good thing.
 
   He opened his mouth to say something, stood and looked into her eyes, grabbed his chest and fell to the floor. 
 
   Chris and Bill hurried to his side and began performing CPR. Jimmy and one of the other cops walked in and he immediately called Doc. Essie knelt by Joe’s head and whispered something to him. His eyes fluttered and closed. Jimmy called for the EMTs, telling them where we were.
 
   Mikey stood quietly by the front door, watching and waiting, and I thought he might be saying a prayer for Joe.
 
   Doc arrived and took over for Chris and Bill. Joe was alive, but just barely. Doc wasn’t sure if he’d survive the heart attack or not.
 
   When the EMTs arrived and took Joe, Essie went with them. We told her we’d close the diner and lock things up. I wasn’t sure if she heard us or not.
 
   Jimmy stayed and took our statements before leaving to see what was going on at the hospital. He shook his head after we told him Joe’s story. “I’ve known Essie and Joe my whole life. I can hardly believe he did this.”
 
   It turned out Stephanie had once managed a diner. She got all the onlookers to leave, and she knew what to put away, what to turn off, and what to leave alone.
 
   It was anticlimactic, but I guess we’d had enough drama already. There was no showdown, no one trying to run away, no confrontation of any kind. Just a husband who loved his wife and who let his imagination run away with him.
 
   We left quietly.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Fifty-one
 
    
 
   Early the next morning Jimmy called to say Joe was going to live. After what had happened, I honestly wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or not. He’d still be charged with murder, and it would be like having your father or grandfather charged. He was just your average guy, or so it seemed. I didn’t want to think about what the future held for him.
 
   Jimmy also told us they got the tire track information back and they’d matched it up with Joe’s vehicle.
 
   We spent one more day at the Perry farm. We had a few loose ends to tie up.
 
   Late in the morning we called Stu and he came out for a visit. We met him outside. He looked haggard, and I was sure it was because of Joe. It really was a small town, and I was sure the two men were friends.
 
   Chris shook hands with him, inviting him to come in. After shaking their heads over Joe’s confession, my husband got down to business.
 
   “Stu, we’ve thought things over carefully and talked, and we’ve come to a decision. Mikey would like you to have the gold we found. It’s really yours because old Henry was your uncle. The will we found… Well, I’m quite sure old Henry never thought a total stranger would find his treasure.”
 
   Mikey stood and listened to us. He nodded. He was a generous child and I adored him for it. 
 
   Stu didn’t say anything for a long time. “You know, Jean and I have been helping with her mother’s medical bills. The money would sure come in handy. I was beginning to think I’d never get to retire.” He smiled. “But I’ll tell you what. How about if your son and I split the gold? Considering where you found the pouches, I have a hunch where the rest of the gold is buried, and I don’t think there was really as much as the people in this town think. But there’s certainly enough for us to split. I’ll be able to pay those bills and Mikey will have a good start on his college fund. Deal?”
 
   It was Chris’s turn to sit quietly. We hadn’t expected this response. He looked at Mikey and they had what I’d call a “mental exchange of ideas”. I could see it on their faces.
 
   “Stu, you’re a good man, and we thank you. I think that’s an excellent idea, and so does Ace.”
 
   Mikey smiled in Stu’s direction.
 
   Stu left shortly after our conversation, saying he’d call us in Los Angeles if he was right about the rest of the gold. I had no idea what might have spurred him into figuring he knew where it was. All he’d say was it had something to do with old Henry’s will and a comment Frannie had made to his grandmother, many years earlier.
 
   Stephanie and Bill had gone shopping in a nearby town and returned shortly after Stu left.
 
   “Well, I wasn’t even here for the whole mystery, but I sure had a good time. I can’t wait to tell my friends at home about this. You two are spectacular, and I mean it. Bill and I are going to have to come visit you and his parents very soon. And your son is absolutely adorable.” She turned in his direction but he’d mysteriously disappeared as soon as he heard the words, “…your son”. 
 
   “Well, I’ll see Mikey before you leave. Bill and I have decided to stay here for a week and have our own celebration. I gave him some big news while we were shopping. Our lives are about to change forever. And I’ve decided I need to devote more time to hearth and home, meaning Bill and… Oh, and just to clue you in, I shopped for some maternity clothes. We’re going to have our own little Mikey, so we’ve got lots to celebrate.”
 
   “Take a breath, honey,” Bill said. His grin couldn’t have gotten any bigger without splitting his face. He guided his wife to the sofa and helped her sit.
 
   Chris laughed. “Oh, bro, you’re in for it now.”
 
   After hugging Stephanie and Bill, I motioned for Chris to follow me and we wandered outside, settling in the chairs on the porch.
 
   “I thought they might like some time alone. It’s been quite a week, hasn’t it?” I asked.
 
   “Nothing out of the ordinary for us.” Chris took hold of my hand and squeezed before he rolled his upper lip under and tugged on his ear, making me grin at him.
 
   Mikey joined us, sitting on the steps.
 
   “Can you believe all of this even happened? I mean, we solved another mystery and I’ve got a college fund, whatever good that does.”
 
   “Oh, it does a lot of good, Ace.”
 
   Sherlock and Watson settled at the bottom of the steps. They seemed to sense that things were calmer.
 
   I laughed, happy to be sitting on the Perry farm steps with my two favorite people. “Do you realize, none of this would have happened if that little bird had just died in someone else’s yard?”
 
   Mikey shook his head and leaned against me.
 
   Chris unrolled his lip and crossed his eyes at me. “Ain’t fate somethin’?”
 
   “Ain’t it just?”
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