
        
            
                
            
        

    

  

    

      

        
          	Marja McGraw - Bogey Man 01 - Bogey Nights
        


        
          	Bogey Man Mysteries [1]
        


        
          	Marja McGraw
        


        
          	Marja McGraw (2011)
        


        
          	
            

          
        


        
          	Tags:
          	Mystery: Cozy - Vintage Restaurant - Los Angeles 
Mystery: Cozy - Vintage Restaurant - Los Angelesttt 
        


      


      


    


    

    

      You know your day has taken a turn for the worse when you buy a vintage house to convert into a restaurant, and you find a vintage body buried in the basement.

Chris and Pamela Cross lose their 1940s-themed restaurant when a fire destroys the building. Deciding to change course, they buy a 1920s vintage brick house to convert into the new restaurant, Bogey Nights. Before work can begin on the remodeling, their two Labrador retrievers discover a body buried in the cellar. The remains have rested there since 1942. The family of the victim asks Chris to try to solve the old murder. In the process, another body is discovered on the property.

After discovering that the home was used as a boarding house during the 1940s, Chris and Pamela quickly have a substantial list of suspects. The fact that the suspects are "of an age" won't slow this story for a moment.
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   In memory of Scott LaMonda, who left us too early and who knew that a joyful, gentle spirit and a sense of humor would keep life interesting.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter One
 
    
 
   The far off cry of the sirens turned into a frantic wail as they neared Good Joe’s Honky Tonk, sending a chill down my spine and panic rising up through my throat. It seemed like the fire trucks were taking forever, although it had probably only been five minutes. Sometimes Los Angeles is a difficult place to move around in for emergency vehicles.
 
   I watched the flames creep across the roof and around the building. With an audible whoosh, the restaurant had become engulfed, and I watched in shock as the flames took on an evil and destructive life of their own.
 
   I turned to my husband, Chris. He was tending to a cut on the arm of one of our waitresses, Marilyn Monroe, who quietly cried. Myrna Loy sat beside Marilyn and held her hand. My mind had taken a brief hiatus, and I couldn’t think of these women’s real names.
 
   I counted my blessings that the fire had been detected early enough for everyone to get out of the building. Customers were walking around as though in a daze, and some were crying like Marilyn. Others had jumped in their cars and left.
 
   I took a deep, shaky breath and surveyed my surroundings to see who needed help. Turns out it’s a bad idea to take a deep breath near a smoky, burning building. I choked and coughed until my throat felt raw. Chris, now done with Marilyn, handed me a bottle of water. I didn’t ask where it came from, but took deep chugs hoping it would sooth my throat. It did, a little.
 
   I walked – or maybe ran, I’m not sure – to customers to be sure they weren’t injured. Looking at the Reservation Book I’d grabbed when I ran out of the building, I tried to figure out if anyone was missing. It was difficult because I didn’t know how many people had left.
 
   Members of the band were helping out wherever they could. Miraculously, everyone was okay. Scared, but okay. One woman mentioned her purse and said she’d sue if someone found it and stole her identity. I looked into her eyes and saw that they were red and glassy. Her voice sounded more shocky than angry. One of the band members assured her that there was no purse left to steal. It was ashes, along with all of their musical instruments. The woman opened her mouth, but closed it when she glanced at the building. Another woman had fallen and skinned her knee, but said she could live with a scraped knee.
 
   Turning to Chris, I asked, “Where are Sherlock and Watson? Are they still inside?” My voice had arisen several octaves and I began to shake at the thought of my two friends possibly stuck in the burning building.
 
   Chris took a step toward me. “I’ve got to go get – ”
 
   “You can’t,” I cried. “Not even for them. Don’t go back inside the restaurant!”
 
   We turned toward the building. I had tears running down my cheeks and Chris put his arm around me.
 
   “We can’t leave them in there, Pamela,” he said. With that he let go of me and ran toward the restaurant.
 
   Fire trucks pulled up and men began climbing down and preparing to fight the fire.
 
   I grabbed the arm of one of the firefighters. He tried to shake me off but I clung to him relentlessly. “My husband went back to the building,” I said, still crying. “Please stop him.”
 
   “What’d he do a fool thing like that for?” he asked, leaving me and running after Chris.
 
   “To find our dogs,” I said to no one. With my thumbs under my chin and my hands together as if in prayer, I covered the lower half of my face. This particular Thursday night wasn’t ending well. Marilyn and Myrna walked over and stood beside me, and Myrna patted my back. Their names suddenly came to me. Phyllis and Gloria.
 
   I faced the building without really seeing what was going on. Chris reached the doors and I closed my eyes. “Please God…,” I whispered, not able to finish the thought.
 
   “Look!” Phyllis said excitedly. There was a tone of awe in her voice as she pointed toward the front doors.
 
   My eyes popped open.
 
   A small crowd had begun to gather in front of me and I pushed people out of my way to see what was happening. What I saw caused fresh tears and brought a burst of energy. I ran forward before anyone could stop me.
 
   Chris, Sherlock and Watson were pulling someone out of the burning building. Each dog had hold of the shoulders of someone’s shirt, and Chris was trying to get a grip on the man. I couldn’t see who it was. The fireman ran up and each of the men got hold of the man’s arms and pulled him out. The dogs seemed to realize that they were no longer needed and let go. Seeing me, they came running, whining and doing a doggie dance. Talk about an adrenalin rush! Both the dogs and me.
 
   I patted each of their heads absentmindedly, watching Chris and the fireman. “Good babies,” I said. Their tails lashed out like whips.
 
   Sherlock began barking and his dancing became more agitated. Watson joined him as she watched Chris coming toward us.
 
   “Who was inside the building?” I asked, running up to Chris as he approached. I checked him over for burns or any other kind of damage.
 
   “Our chef, Luis, and he said he’s sure everyone else got out safely. He was checking for stragglers. He tripped and fell over something and became disoriented, and the dogs grabbed him and began pulling. The EMTs are treating him for smoke inhalation, but he should be okay.”
 
   Chris and I each grabbed the collar of a dog and held them close, taking no chances on them going back toward the fire. Chris was breathing hard.
 
   “Maybe you need to see the EMTs, too,” I said.
 
   “No, I’m – ”
 
   There was a loud rumble and crash as part of the roof caved in. I noticed people in the vicinity take several steps back as cinders flew in every direction. My eyes were burning from the smoke, but I couldn’t take them away from what had been a dream for Chris and me. We’d created a restaurant with a 1940s theme, and included a dance floor and a band that played Big Band music. The bartenders and waitresses either resembled actors and actresses from that era or at least dressed the part. It had been a hit with the Los Angeles crowd. A place to get away from today’s rush and problems, and relax. And now it was burning to the ground.
 
   Chris looked into my eyes. “Pamela, I’m so sorry.”
 
   “It wasn’t your fault. There’s nothing to be sorry for, Chris. I’m just so glad everyone got out!” I started to cry again. I didn’t know if it was over the crushed dream, or because of relief that we were all safe – maybe it was both. I wiped my eyes with the back of my hands and they came away an ash color.
 
   A fireman came over to talk to us and asked a lot of questions while the others brought the flames to their knees. It was a long time before the fire was completely out and we didn’t arrive home until the early morning hours. I’d called my babysitter, Constance Hargood, on someone’s borrowed cell phone and asked her to spend the night, telling her that we had an emergency, but that we were okay.
 
   ***
 
   Arriving home, we headed straight for the kitchen where I put on a pot of coffee for Chris. “You let the dogs outside to do their business and I’ll go check on Mikey.” Chris was beginning to love my son as though he was his own. Mikey’s father had died of cancer only two years after we were married. I spent the first year of our marriage pregnant, and the second caring for my baby and my dying husband. He hadn’t had life insurance, and I’d spent the next couple of years working multiple jobs to support Mikey and me.
 
   My son was sleeping soundly. I wanted to hug him and make him feel secure. Realizing I was the one who needed a security blanket, I left him alone.
 
   Returning to the kitchen, I glanced at my husband who’s a dead ringer for Humphrey Bogart, and remembered how happy we’d been just a few hours earlier.
 
   Chris turned to me and put his arm around my shoulders again. “Don’t worry, dollface, the brains in this outfit, namely me, will be in like Flynn as soon as the insurance pays off.” He pulled off the vest he’d been wearing and draped it over the kitchen chair. Chris always dressed like an old-time private investigator when we were at the restaurant. I didn’t see his suit jacket or his fedora. I’d have to ask him about that later. He loved that hat.
 
   And I loved it when Chris took on his Bogey persona, but this wasn’t the time. I noticed that under the soot and dirt on his face were worry lines. He didn’t look as if he was feeling as confident as he tried to sound.
 
   “How do you know the insurance will cover this?” I asked.
 
   “They’re going to have to lump it because you know this had to be an accident. No one set the fire, babe.”
 
   “Uh huh.”
 
   “The investigator said it looked like a grease fire. I’m supposed to call him later and he’ll give me more information.”
 
   I poured him a cup of coffee and opened the fridge to get myself some iced tea.
 
   “Everything okay with Ace?” Chris asked. He’d begun to call Mikey Ace not long after we married, and for some reason the nickname had been the start of the bond between the man and child. 
 
   “He’s sleeping like a seven-year-old baby. I could never let him hear me say that or he’d pitch a fit. He so wants to be grown up.”
 
   I set my iced tea on the table before I let Sherlock and Watson in. I gave them an extra hug. “You’re my good babies,” I said. “You probably saved a man’s life tonight.” I tossed them each a treat, and then a second one for good measure. My Labrador Retrievers were heroes, even though they were only a year and a half old. They’d need baths later because they stunk like smoke. But, then, so did Chris and I.
 
   Sitting down at the table, I asked, “So what are we going to do now?”
 
   “Like I said, we’ll rise up and start again. I’ve been eying a place not far from here. It would be the perfect place to give the business another try.” He glanced at me and then picked up his coffee cup. “It needs some work. We couldn’t open up right away.”
 
   “I can get another waitressing job. After all, that’s what I was doing when I met you,” I said. “I still remember the first time you came to the diner. You in your P.I. outfit and fedora with all the ladies drooling over you.”
 
   “You’re not going back to work, Pamela,” he said, ignoring my comment.  “I’ve got plenty saved from when I worked for the post office, and we’ll be receiving an insurance check.” He was using his no-nonsense tone of voice, which he didn’t do often. At least, not as Chris. When he was emulating Bogey, I heard that voice often.
 
   I chuckled.
 
   “What?” Chris asked.
 
   “It just dawned on me that I have two husbands. You and the Bogey Man.”
 
   Chris yawned, not caring about being two people.
 
   “So tell me about this place you want to look into,” I said.
 
    “It’s an old building and it’ll need to be remodeled. It’s solid – well-built – and it’s for sale. It’s just a thought, anyway. We’ve got enough problems on our hands right now without worrying about the new location. I’ll tell you more later. We need to shower and see if we can get some sleep right now.”
 
   “Okay, but I just had a random thought. Neither of us was all that happy with the name of the restaurant. When we reopen, let’s rename it.”
 
   “Deal. We’ll give it some thought.”
 
   Chris came around the table and took hold of my hands. He pulled me up and into his arms and we clung together, and I felt the tightness in my chest slip away. 
 
   We never had really liked the name or the building we were in. There had been one problem after the other, partly due to an unlikable landlord who charged exorbitant rent, and partly because of constant repairs to the place, done by us and not the landlord. The business was retro, but the building wasn’t, and it hadn’t been well-built. We couldn’t possibly have any more problems with the new location than we’d had with the burned out building. 
 
   Could we?
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Two
 
    
 
   Constance, my friend, babysitter and former neighbor, got up while Chris and I slept, fed Mikey and sent him off to school. She left me a note on the table and headed home. Constance and I both lost husbands to cancer and we’d spent time commiserating with each other over the back fence (when I wasn’t working one of my multiple jobs), and became good friends. She’d been thrilled when I met Chris, but told me she never wanted to get married again. The loss of one husband was enough for her. I’m in my mid-thirties and I figured she was about fifteen years older than me, although we’d never talked about age.
 
   Chris and I only slept for a few hours before arising to face the day. Even the small act of sitting up felt like a chore, but we had to keep things moving. Chris called the fire department first and found that yes, the fire had been a grease fire and it appeared to be an accident. He then called the insurance company and filed a claim. With that done, we quietly ate breakfast. You’d have thought one of us had done something wrong, but that wasn’t the case. We were just worn out, and maybe still a little bit shocky.
 
   “I wonder how the grease fire started,” I said.
 
   “I’m sure we’ll find out eventually,” Chris replied. “At least the fire department believes it was an accident. They’ll know more after their investigation.”
 
   “I’m so glad everyone got out okay. It was difficult to tell with so many people jumping in their cars and leaving. I’m assuming the fire department didn’t find any bodies, right?”
 
   “Not a one,” Chris said.
 
   “The dogs sure surprised me when they tried to pull Luis out of the building. That tells me something about their personalities,” I said.
 
   “I would guess it was instinctual,” Chris said. “I know that Labs can be trained to do that kind of thing. I think I’ll do some research on them. I think they can even be trained as cadaver dogs.”
 
   “I’ve read articles, and they can. I’m sure glad they didn’t have to show us that side of themselves last night.”
 
   It was easy to be light about it now that it was over. There had been so many fires over the years where people were killed trying to get out of the doors at the same time and clogging the exits. I didn’t want to think about what could have been and turned my thoughts in another direction. I began to think about the new location for the restaurant. And a name came to mind.
 
   “Bogey’s Bistro,” I said.
 
   “Huh?” Chris looked confused.
 
   “A name for the restaurant. Bogey’s Bistro,” I repeated.
 
    “No,” Chris replied. “I have a lot of respect for Humphrey Bogart. I may look like him, but I don’t want to trade on his name.”
 
   “But you’re already doing that by dressing up like him and walking and talking the way he did in his movies,” I reminded him.
 
   “Okay, I see your point. But I don’t want to use his name for the business. We’ll think of something else.”
 
   “When can we go look at the location you told me about?” I asked.
 
   “Pamela, are you sure you want to think about this right now? Don’t you want to, well, recuperate first? Your beautiful green eyes still look awfully blood shot. We’ve been through a lot in the past few hours.”
 
   Chris glanced at my hair but tactfully didn’t say anything.
 
   I must look frightful, I thought. I probably look like I used an electric mixer on my hair this morning.
 
   “I know we’ve been through a lot. But I think looking at the new location and keeping busy will help us get past this. Oh, and we need to contact all of our employees and let them know they’ll still have a job, if they want it, at the new place. Especially Luis. He’s such a wonderful chef, and he really went above and beyond what was expected of him last night.”
 
   Chris curled his upper lip under, one of his Bogey habits, and didn’t look happy. “We’ll probably lose most of them. The new place, if we take it, is going to take time to remodel. If we buy this place, we want to do it right. It will be ours. You know, the hardest type of business to get off the ground is a restaurant. It’s got to appeal to people.”
 
   “But we already had a following, and it did appeal to them,” I reminded him. “I think people will come back, even if we move. We were a novelty with our ambiance and you looking like Bogey. And I have to admit, I enjoy dressing in the styles of the 1940s.”
 
   Chris patted my hand, apparently thinking he needed to comfort me. “People will remember the fire, and the fact that they could have died. We’re going to have to prove ourselves before customers come back.”
 
   I shook my head which caused my long, messy auburn hair to fall in my face. “I don’t agree.”
 
   “They’re going to read about a grease fire and believe that our kitchen was dirty. It wasn’t, but that’s what they’ll think.”
 
   “Again, Chris, I don’t agree. We received top ratings from the health department and it was in the newspaper. This fire was purely an accident.”
 
   “What was that reporter’s name – the one we had to deal with last year when that other murder happened?” Chris asked. “I’ll bet we could get her to do a story about the new place. Maybe we could talk her into coming in to see how we refurbish it and sort of follow the process.”
 
   “That’s a great idea,” I said. “Her name was Sharon, but I don’t remember her last name. I’ll call the newspaper and get a phone number for her.”
 
   “Good idea,” Chris said. “And you’re right about keeping busy. Let’s go see this place while Mikey’s still in school. We can take him to see it later, if we buy it. Get the dogs and let’s go.”
 
   “You know we shouldn’t have had the dogs at the restaurant,” I said, “but if we hadn’t taken them, Luis might have died in the fire.”
 
   “They were never near the food,” Chris said. “They were in the office in the back. I have to admit though, it’s a good thing we didn’t close the door or they couldn’t have gotten out. And it’s a good thing the Health Department didn’t know they were there.”
 
   I reminded Chris that we needed to clean up before we went anywhere, and that he should probably call the Realtor to see if we could meet him and get inside to see what we’d be working with if we took it. I rubbed my eyes, deciding to use some drops to see if I could get rid of the redness.
 
   “You’re the brains in this outfit, shweetheart,” he said, slipping into his Bogey persona. “I don’t know what I’d do without ya.” He curled his upper lip under again before giving me his best Bogey smile.
 
   “And don’t you forget it,” I replied, smiling back. “Last night you said you were the brains.”
 
   ***
 
   We arrived at the new location a couple of hours before time to pick Mikey up at school. The Realtor was waiting for us.
 
   “Okay, Bogey Man,” I said, surveying the building. “This isn’t a restaurant. It’s a brick house. An old brick house. I thought you were taking me to see a restaurant site. Would you like to explain?”
 
   His face beamed. “Picture this with a big sign out in front. We’ll convert it to a restaurant and bar.”
 
   “You make that sound so easy. There’s so much to look into,” I said. “Zoning – ”
 
   “Already checked. Look around you. Do you see any other homes? No? That’s because this was rezoned to a commercial district.”
 
   “Oh. But we’d have to renovate – ”
 
   “I’ve already talked to Big D about that,” Chris replied. “He’ll help us. All we have to do is invite him to a barbeque and he’ll take the job. Well, maybe we’d have to invite a single woman for him to meet, too.”
 
   Big D is a friend of Chris’s who happens to be a contractor, and his name is Davey. He also happens to be a really big guy. He’s gruff, but that comes with a gentle giant shyness. He isn’t always comfortable in social situations.
 
   “I know there are other issues, but I’ll have to think about all of this. Have you seen the inside yet?”
 
   He looked sheepish. “Yes. I didn’t want to get your hopes up until I knew more about it. I knew I wanted out of the other location, but I sure didn’t expect to get out of it this way.”
 
   “Uh huh. How many square feet is it?”
 
   “Over two thousand.” The Realtor walked over to meet us when we climbed out of the car. He and Chris shook hands.
 
   “Pamela, this is Max Avery,” Chris said, introducing us. “I met with Max about a month ago and told him I might be interested in this building.”
 
   “In a couple of days it’s going into foreclosure,” Max said. “I’m not sure why the current owner even bought it. Maybe as an investment. He never lived here.”
 
   Max was eager for a sale. I could see it in his pudgy little face. And he was smiling way too widely, but at least it was a pleasant smile. He was a short man who had to look up at Chris, and Chris was about five-ten.
 
   Sherlock and Watson watched us from the car. Sherlock had a worried look on his face and I knew what the meant. “Excuse me. I’ve got to let the dogs have a potty break.”
 
   Chris and Max nodded and turned to head for the brick house. While the dogs did their business, I took a good look at the exterior of the place. It had potential. There were two mature oak trees, one on each side in front of the house, and it had a large, open porch in front that ran the width of the dwelling. There were two pillars, one at each end, and two in the middle of the porch with one step leading up. A walkway ran from the sidewalk to the porch step. The porch would be just right for a few tables for outdoor dining when the weather permitted. The lawn, what there was of it, needed a lot of work, and anything even resembling a plant was dead. Oh well, I enjoyed yard work. And the oak trees seemed to be okay. I shook my head, realizing that I’d better see the inside before even thinking about visiting a nursery and buying plants. And realistically, we’d probably need to hire a landscaper.
 
   I walked around the house to get a feel for the place and discovered a door that apparently led under the house. I assumed there was a cellar or something along those lines. I’d ask Max about it.
 
   Since Chris and Max had already entered the house, I whistled to the dogs, who were busily sniffing the trees, and they came running, following me into the house. For such young dogs, they were quite well-behaved – usually. At two and a half, they responded well to training. Of course, we’d started training them as soon as we brought them home. Labs are great dogs, but they’re big and strong, and sometimes headstrong. They make up for that with love and loyalty. I think it was the headstrong part that caused their previous owners to let us have them.
 
   I entered a living room and, looking around, noticed that there was a bedroom off to the side and a dining room straight ahead through an archway. There were built-in book cases on either side of the arch. I could hear Chris talking and followed his voice, which led me into a kitchen. 
 
   The floors were all hardwood and would probably be beautiful, with a lot of hard work. They’d been neglected for a long time, from the looks of them. Layers of faded wallpaper adorned the walls. Hmm. If it was forties style, maybe some new wallpaper would work. That and a lot of fresh paint. Although our restaurant would be from that era, I was pretty sure the house was older than that.
 
   “When was this house built?” I asked.
 
   “In the late 1920s,” Chris replied. It seemed he had done his homework. “This used to be a residential area. Come on, Pamela. Let’s look through the rest of the house.”
 
   Max led the way, still grinning. There were a total of four bedrooms in the house and two bathrooms. At the rear of the house sat a master bedroom with a walk-in closet. I opened the door and looked inside. I could tell that renovations had already been done to the house, but obviously a very long time ago. And a house this size, built in the twenties, must have been built by someone with money.
 
   “Max,” I said, “I noticed a door outside, near the rear of the house. Where does it lead to?”
 
   “There’s a cellar back there, but it was never finished. It’s pretty dirty down there. Do you want to see it or would you rather wait until you’re dressed for dirty?”
 
   I laughed. “Now is good.” 
 
   Chris and Max walked outside and around the house with me. I lifted the door and two large dogs raced past me and flew down the stairs.
 
   “Hey, you two. Come back here!” I had no idea what was in the cellar, but images of spiders and mice ran through my mind’s eye.
 
   “There’s a light down there,” Max said, “but the electricity isn’t on right now.”
 
   “I’ve got a flashlight in the car,” Chris said. “Be right back.”
 
   A cellar would make a perfect place to store things once we finished it off. I wondered how much work it would require. I envisioned shelves for storage and maybe a section for wine and other liquors. It would need sturdier doors, too.
 
   “So you and your husband want to convert this house into a restaurant?” Max asked.
 
   “That’s the general idea,” I replied. “It seems like we’d have an awful lot of work to do to make that happen though.”
 
   I waited impatiently while Chris was gone, worried about Sherlock and Watson. I felt really antsy when I heard Watson begin to whine.
 
   “What’s going on down there?” I called, wishing they could answer me. It was too dark to enter the basement.
 
   Chris returned with a flashlight and turned it on, carefully climbing downstairs. I followed close behind him. “What’s wrong with the dogs?” he asked.
 
   “I have no idea, but let’s get them out of here.”
 
   Chris turned the light on the dogs and Watson was scratching at a patch of cement in the corner of the cellar. There was a large old barrel sitting on top of it. I wondered if something might have leaked out of the bottom. I noticed another patch on the other side of the cellar. It appeared that at some point in time someone had thought about finishing off the cellar.
 
   “Watson, leave it,” Chris ordered. Leave it was a command we’d learned when training them, along with take it. It was a good lesson in patience for them.
 
   Not only did Watson ignore Chris, but Sherlock began whining, too, and the scratching continued.
 
   “Out,” Chris ordered. “Right now!” He was using his authoritative voice, but the dogs weren’t listening. He grabbed Sherlock’s collar and pulled. He repeated his command and the dog reluctantly obeyed, heading for the stairs. Watson was more stubborn, but finally obeyed and followed Sherlock.
 
   I felt like all the time and energy we’d spent training them had been a waste, but they usually obeyed us.
 
   “I wonder what that was all about,” I said.
 
   “Probably a dead body buried down here,” Chris said.
 
   “Not funny, Bogey Man.”
 
   He smiled at my use of his nickname. “I was joking. Those dogs are always getting into things. If we buy this place I’ll get rid of the barrel and that should solve the problem.”
 
   “I hope you’re right,” I said.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Three
 
    
 
   Chris and I spent the next couple of days discussing the pros and cons of buying the house and converting it into a restaurant. I don’t know if the pros actually won out or not, but it was something we really wanted to do. We’d had a taste of the restaurant business and liked it. I had to chuckle when we talked about it because part of the reason I enjoyed it was that I was a boss, not a waitress. Continuing on with that same train of thought, I knew how to treat our waiters and waitresses because of my background. I knew what a hard, physical job it was, and many times there wasn’t much compensation. No matter how well you treated a customer, sometimes they could be downright nasty, and sometimes they just didn’t tip. And the base wage isn’t all that great. Tips make a difference.
 
   The brick house went into foreclosure, as predicted, and we made a bid on it. Even after Chris’s savings and the insurance money were used, we’d still need to take out a small loan, the key word being small. If we’d had to borrow a larger sum, we couldn’t have followed through with the restaurant. The problem was that we’d have to use part of Chris’s savings to live on while we set up the new restaurant, and that would leave us short.
 
   I was happy because Chris and I were able to spend more time with Mikey than normal. My son was growing up and I didn’t want to miss any more of him than I had to. We could take the dogs to work with us, but Mikey needed his sleep. We couldn’t keep him up at night. I counted my blessings that Constance was so willing to stay with my son.
 
   One rainy day I let Mikey stay home from school because he said he felt like he was coming down with a cold. He wanted to go see the brick house, but I told him we’d have to wait until we knew if it was ours or not. He settled for helping me bake cookies and then sneaking a few to Sherlock and Watson. My son and the Labs were inseparable. He rolled on the floor and the dogs licked his face and tickled him. There was a lot of giggling and washing of face and hands that day. And the cold “miraculously” disappeared. Chris almost missed the fun because he was out running errands, but he arrived home in time to share cookies and milk with his stepson and two worn out dogs.
 
   “There’s no mistaking that Mikey’s your son,” Chris said. “His hair is dark blonde instead of auburn, but he’s definitely got your green eyes. He’s got your cute nose and ears, too.”
 
   “Chriiiiiis,” Mikey said, annoyed. “Boys don’t have cute noses and ears.”
 
   “My mistake,” Chris said, grinning. “So I like your ugly nose and big ears.” He laughed and Mikey laughed with him.
 
   “Okay, Chris, you can call them just a plain nose and plain ears,” my son said, “and you can like them if you want to.”
 
   The dogs had perked up when they heard the laughter and sauntered back into the kitchen to see what was going on. The man and boy looked at each other before grabbing two cookies and tossing them to Sherlock and Watson.
 
   “Chris?” Mikey’s tone of voice caught my attention. He sounded very serious. I glanced at him quickly before turning away to give the impression that I was minding my own business. He’d been studying the backs of his hands.
 
   “Yes,” Chris said.
 
   “Ummm, would it be okay if I called you Dad instead of Chris?”
 
   I had to fight back tears. My son had never mentioned this desire to me. It touched me to my very core. Chris and I had discussed him adopting Mikey, but we’d been waiting for the right time to approach my son.
 
   “I’d be honored,” Chris replied, after clearing his throat. There was a decided catch in his voice. “But this means I can tell people you’re my son instead of my stepson, right?”
 
   “I’d be honored,” Mikey mimicked.
 
   I left the room in a hurry. I knew if Mikey saw my tears he’d be embarrassed. “Got to run to the ladies’ room,” I said, leaving the room. I pulled myself together and blew my nose before returning to the kitchen.
 
   “Mom, is that okay with you?”
 
   “Nothing would make me happier,” I replied, before hugging both of the men in my life.
 
   The phone rang and Chris got up to answer it. Sherlock raced him to the phone and slid into the wall. He was a big dog, and there was a loud thud. If dogs have expressions, then his was one of embarrassment. He shook his head a few times and stood quietly next to Chris, who glanced at the dog like he was an idiot – the dog, that is.
 
   It turned out to be a political recording and Chris hung up in disgust. “Didn’t we put our number on that Do Not Call list?”
 
   “Yes, but I’m don’t think that list applies to politicians.”
 
   Watson sat innocently by Mikey’s feet, licking her paw. She didn’t even take note of Sherlock when he sat next to her, ignoring him completely.
 
   At dinner that night Mikey told his dad that they were having a Father and Son event at school, and would he please come with him.
 
   I’d swear Chris’s chest puffed up when he agreed. “Is that why you want to call me dad?”
 
   “No, sir, I just want you to be my dad. I didn’t know my real father, you know. I was too little when he got sick.”
 
   Mikey turned to me. “Sorry, Mom, but this thing at school is only for sons and fathers.”
 
   “That’s okay, sweetie. I hope you two have a good time. When is it?”
 
   “In a few weeks, right before we get out of school for the summer.”
 
   That night Chris and I received extra big hugs at bedtime. We left Mikey’s room and discussed adoption again. Relationships were turning corners in our house, and my emotions were off the charts.
 
   ***
 
   Before too much time went by we found out that our bid was accepted and the house was ours. And a new adventure began.
 
   I called Sharon Stone, our newspaper connection, and told her what we were doing. She was interested and wanted to talk to us about it.
 
   Chris got the keys to the house and Big D met us there.
 
   “Okay, this means you’re going to introduce me to one of your friends, right?” Big D asked in his gravelly voice.
 
   Chris is five foot ten, like I said, I’m five foot five, and Big D is six feet and four inches tall. He’s blonde with a husky build and powder blue eyes. We both looked up at him. Davey was younger than we were, probably around twenty-eight or so. He and Chris had met when Chris worked as a mail carrier. Davey was on his route. They’d run into each other at a bar one night and had a beer together, and a friendship formed.
 
   “Yes,” I said, “I know a woman named Myrna whom I think you’d really like. And I think she’d like you. Excuse me, but her name is really Gloria. She resembles Myrna Loy.”
 
   “Who?” Big D asked.
 
   “Watch an old movie once in a while, ya big lug,” Chris said. “It might open a few doors for you. Maybe broaden your horizons.”
 
   “Oh. She was an actress?” Big D looked confused.
 
   “Yes,” I said. “Well, Myrna was, but Gloria isn’t. And she’s as cute as a… Well, she’s cute. Take my word for it. Although, she’s awfully short for you.”
 
   “I like short women.” Big D and Chris left me standing there and walked toward the house.
 
   “Okay, we’re off and running,” I said to myself, following them inside.
 
   Mikey was at school and we’d left the dogs at home so they wouldn’t be under foot. We had a lot of planning to do and didn’t need distractions.
 
   We showed Big D where we wanted to locate the kitchen, which was where the master bedroom was currently located, in the rear of the house. We wanted to take out some walls and one bathroom. We’d decided that the remaining bathroom and the closet next to it could be upgraded for the public restrooms.
 
   Big D had other ideas. Since this would be a restaurant, we’d have to have a rear exit. Consequently, he suggested we add a hallway to the left of the kitchen and add the public restrooms there.
 
   There were three bedrooms located on the right side of the house. I wanted to convert the rear of them into an office, but Big D convinced me that a smaller office located by the kitchen would work better. I complained that from time to time I wanted to bring the dogs in with me and Davey said he would add an outside entrance to the office so the dogs wouldn’t be near the food. If we removed the exiting restroom and closet that were located by the bedrooms and knocked out a few walls, we could use the current three bedroom area for a bar and dance floor. There would be two entrances – one at the front where the bar would be located and a diagonal entrance by the dance floor where we would remove walls. We could place tables between the two.
 
   On the left of the house were a living room, dining room and the old kitchen. That would be the main part of the restaurant. There was a fireplace located in the living room. That would stay. Then there was the archway with built-in bookcases on each side. If we took those out we’d have more open space. Davey said these weren’t bearing walls so it wouldn’t be a problem.
 
   Chris had brought his flashlight and took Big D outside so they could access the cellar, while I walked around trying to picture the house with all of the changes we wanted.
 
   I didn’t know if any of the other walls were bearing walls. In fact, I wasn’t even sure what a bearing wall was. My best guess was that a bearing wall was one that helped keep the building from falling down. I’d have to ask Big D.
 
   “We won’t have any trouble finishing up that cellar,” Big D was saying as the two men walked around the front of the house. “Finishing that will be relatively easy. Putting in the shelves and storage cabinets won’t be a big deal either.”
 
   “Chris,” I said, “I’ve had a thought.”
 
   “Uh oh.” He looked at Big D. “Prepare yourself. This probably means more work.”
 
   “No, just the opposite. I’m thinking we should leave the archway and the bookcases.”
 
   “And?”
 
   “No and, Bogey Man.” I stopped and thought for a moment.
 
   “Look out, here it comes,” he said, again glancing at Big D. “I can hear the wheels turning.”
 
   “Could we enlarge the archway a little and just move the bookcases?” I looked to Big D for my answer, who in turn glanced at Chris.
 
   “Works for me,” Chris said.
 
   “No problem,” Big D said.
 
   I kept my thoughts to myself because the big lug had looked to Chris to see if what I wanted was okay. I sighed before I asked, “Are any of the walls we want taken out what you call bearing walls?”
 
   “No,” Davey said. “The only bearing wall is one you’re leaving.”
 
   “What is a bearing wall?” I asked.
 
   “It bears weight so your ceiling and room won’t fall in, put in simple terms.”
 
   “That’s what I thought.”
 
   “I’ll put the plans together and take them to the building department. I can’t see any problems, but we do have to have permits. I guess your business license and liquor license can be transferred to the new location, but that’s something you’ll have to check on. I don’t really know anything about that. Anything else?”
 
   “Yes. The dogs were way too interested in the slab of cement in the cellar,” I said. “Can we take that out and see what’s under it?”
 
   “Sure. I’ll have to take out both slabs of cement to put in good flooring,” Davey said. “Why were the dogs so interested?”
 
   “I don’t know, but they kept scratching and pawing at the cement,” I said.
 
   “Who knows why those cockamamie mutts do anything?” Chris asked. “I told Pamela there’s probably a stiff buried under the cement. She didn’t believe me.”
 
   “Just don’t forget, Bogey Man, you’re the one who mentioned a dead body in the first place, not me. You put the idea in my head.”
 
   Chris and Big D laughed over that one, looking at me as though I was a quivering little mass of femininity.
 
   “I’ll help you get the cement out of the cellar,” Chris said. “We’ll see what had the dogs so interested.”
 
   “Ha,” I said. “You’re not offering to help. You’re looking for a mystery to solve. That’s wishful thinking on your part.”
 
   He shook his head and the two men walked back to the proposed bar and dance floor area, discussing what could be done. “I know where you can get your hands on a really cool antique oak bar,” Big D said. “It’s L-shaped and it’s cheap.”
 
   “Cheap because it’s in bad condition?” Chris asked.
 
   “Well, it does need work, but we can do it.” Davey wouldn’t have suggested it if it wasn’t a good piece – that much I knew.
 
   That was the last I heard of their conversation before picking up Chris’s flashlight and heading for the cellar. Of course I knew there wasn’t a dead body in the cellar, but Chris had perked up my curiosity. What was down there? What could the dogs have been so interested in? I’d just have to do a little investigating of my own.
 
   At the bottom on the stairs I stopped and surveyed the room. After shining the light around, I glanced back at the door. It would need to be replaced with something sturdier. I didn’t want someone breaking in and stealing our supplies and wine. Chris thought I was too suspicious, but why take chances?
 
   I walked around and shined my light into the corners and looked for anything that seemed out of place. Now why would I do that? Because I’d spent so much time around the Bogey Man and watching old movies with him. I was looking for clues without any reason whatsoever to do so.
 
   I’d gone from being a mousy waitress wearing a uniform that was too big for me and working two jobs at a time to becoming a wife who’d finally had a chance to climb out of her shell. I actually had time to care about myself now, and Chris encouraged it. Unfortunately, he also encouraged my nosiness, or my desire to find a mystery. What could be the harm in finding a mystery in an old house? Chris and I could investigate together, have a good time, and no harm would come to us. It wasn’t like we’d be looking into something current, something that might involve danger to either of us. My life and interests had really changed since I met my husband.
 
   I laughed out loud. What mystery? I was surveying an old cellar where my dogs had found a scent that interested them. The scent did not equate to a mystery. What a kluck I could be sometimes.
 
   “Hey, cutie pie, are you down there?” Chris called from the stairs.
 
   “I am,” I called back. “I’ll be up in a minute.”
 
   “Well, don’t look for those dead bodies until I’m with you,” he yelled.
 
   I heard Chris and Big D laugh.
 
   Why would they think I was looking for something like that? Oh, yeah, I had come down looking for a mystery, but they didn’t know that and I’d never admit it to those two jokers. I suddenly wished I really would find a mystery in the cellar.
 
   “By the way, Pamela, Sharon Stone is here,” Chris called down to me.
 
   Oh, great. Just what we needed. Sharon would take the dead body comment and run with it. She had a reputation for wanting juicy stories. All I wanted her to do was write a story about the restaurant, and nothing else.
 
   “I’m coming down,” Sharon yelled. “Shine your light on the stairs.”
 
   Now why did “I’m coming down” sound like a threat? Because of the source?
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Four
 
    
 
   “Hi, Pamela.” Sharon stepped down the stairs. “I’m here to do the story you asked for. I talked to the Big Kahuna at work and he said because of the fire it might make a good starting-over story. So what’s this about dead bodies?”
 
   “Nothing, Sharon. It is nice to see you though. Maybe you can help us get things up and running again.”
 
   “But what about the bodies?” she persisted.
 
   “No bodies. Our dogs were down here in the cellar and something got their attention. That’s all. Chris was joking about bodies.”
 
   In the glow from the flashlight I could see the disappointment in her brown eyes.
 
   “Oh well, for a minute there I thought maybe there was going to be something more interesting to this story. You know, I’m trying to get my boss to acknowledge that I’m a good reporter. Even though a local P.I. has given me a couple of good stories, he still doesn’t trust me. I just don’t get it.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Sharon, but I don’t think our story is going to help you climb up the ladder.” Again, I remembered the warning about Sharon, which had actually come from the female P.I. she’d just referred to. Sharon was ambitious. She was looking for a story to take her to the top of her chosen profession, and she was pushy. Maybe even a little desperate.
 
   “You look different,” I said, changing the subject.
 
   “New hairdo and contact lenses,” she replied. “I’m trying to change my image.” 
 
   Sharon was around twenty-three or twenty-four, if I remembered right, and she looked even younger. Or at least she used to. Between getting rid of her glasses and a shorter haircut, she appeared more mature. Her brown hair was highlighted now. She’d changed her manner of dress, too. Instead of a business suit and heels, her usual attire, she was wearing slacks and a silky blouse, and flat shoes. 
 
   Although about my height, she weighed less than me. I’ve been told I have a great figure, and she would too with a few added pounds. Okay, so my husband had paid me the compliment and he was no doubt prejudiced. I did have a movie star make a play for me once, but it turned out he was a big phony, among other things.
 
   Out of the corner of my eye I saw a light coming down the stairs. Big D had found another flashlight and was coming to join us.
 
   “I thought I’d have another look at this cellar,” he said, keeping his eyes on Sharon. I was surprised he didn’t fall down the stairs. His gaze never wavered from her face. He joined us in the middle of the room. 
 
   Sharon lifted her head and looked up at him.
 
   “Hi,” he said, his gravelly voice sounding deeper than normal. “I’m Davey Hampton.”
 
   “Nice to meet you,” Sharon said.
 
   “Davey, this is Sharon Stone, a reporter. She’s going to do a story on the fire and our renovations here. Hopefully this will help us build up our clientele.”
 
   He didn’t respond, and I didn’t think he’d heard me until he said, speaking to Sharon, “Good. Then you’ll probably be working with me some of the time. I’ll be remodeling this place.”
 
   Sharon didn’t respond either, but continued to look up into Davey’s powder blue eyes. “Uh huh.”
 
   Oh, no! Not Big D and Sharon, I thought. We can’t do this to our friend. Sharon will chew him up and spit him out. She’ll use him and throw him away after she has her story.
 
   I had to stop myself. I wasn’t being fair. Sharon was young, and there was a difference between a story and a romance. What romance? They’d just met. Oh, good grief. I was getting way ahead of things. Davey was going to meet and fall for Gloria. I just knew it. I’d have to tell Chris to get ready for a barbeque right away. Like maybe over the upcoming weekend. I made a mental note to call Gloria.
 
   I tried to divert Big D’s attention. “Davey, come look at this barrel. What do you think might have been in it?”
 
   He gave Sharon a last glance and walked over to me. Unfortunately, Sharon followed right behind him.
 
   “I already looked at it, Pammy. It’s empty. I sniffed it, too, and I couldn’t smell anything unusual. It just smells musty.”
 
   Davey was the only man I knew who called me Pammy, and he’s the only one who could get away with it. I like the name Pamela. But, then, Davey shortened most people’s names. I shrugged. If he had the chance to get to know Sharon better, she’d become Shar.
 
   “Then what were the dogs so interested in?” I persisted.
 
   “No idea. Maybe they got a whiff of whatever used to be in the barrel. They can smell things that I can’t. Did you tell Sharon about the dead bodies yet?”
 
   Sharon straightened up and became overly attentive.
 
   I cringed. “Davey, there are no dead bodies. Don’t get Sharon started. She’ll never let go.”
 
   “Why, Pamela, whatever do you mean?” Sharon had the nerve to look innocent and hurt. I knew better because of the stories I’d heard about her. Of course, they were just hearsay. Maybe I’d actually insulted her.
 
   I took a closer look at her and decided she was playacting. Her eyes didn’t look hurt or sincere.
 
   “I mean that there are no dead bodies. It’s very simple. When we dig up the cellar, you’ll see for yourself.”
 
   I hoped I was right. I’d hate to find anything to set her off.
 
   “I’ll tell you what,” Big D said. “I’ve got a sledge hammer in my truck. I’ll go get it and we’ll break up this cement right now. Then you’ll all have your answer. Chris can help me.”
 
   I sat down on the bottom step of the cellar stairs, feeling dejected. There would be no body and I’d be embarrassed because I felt so sure there would be. No body would actually be a good thing though. Right?
 
   “Yoohoo, Pamela,” a voice called from above. I recognized Constance’s voice.
 
   “I’ll be right up,” I yelled. “Come on, Sharon. You can meet my babysitter and friend.”
 
   “Oh, goody,” she said sarcastically. “I think I’ll wait here for that big blonde instead.”
 
   I turned and glared at her. This was not going to be a friendly business arrangement. I could tell already. “No, you come with me. The men can do their job and call us when they finish removing all the cement.” I grabbed Sharon’s hand and pulled.
 
   “Hey, Mom.” I heard my son calling to me. Lousy timing. I didn’t want him here if Chris and Big D dug up something ugly.
 
   Constance waited at the top of the stairs. “I picked Mikey up at school and brought him to see the new restaurant. Oh, and the dogs are busy claiming the trees.”
 
   “You brought the whole crew. Well, let’s go inside and I’ll show you around. I think you’ll like our plans for the place.”
 
   I began walking to the front of the house and noticed Sharon lagging behind. “Come on, Sharon. You’re doing a story on the restaurant, not the cellar.”
 
   She reluctantly followed, mumbling to herself.
 
   I saw Chris and Big D head for the cellar and walked a little faster. Of course I knew there were no dead bodies, but… You just never knew about these things. I rolled my eyes at my own thoughts.
 
   We’d been through the whole house and I was explaining about the bar and dance floor when Chris stuck his head inside. “Pamela, would you come here for a minute?”
 
   “Tell me you didn’t find anything,” I said.
 
   “Just come with me.” He didn’t look upset, so I asked Constance to keep Mikey in the house while I went with Chris.
 
   The dogs were now sitting at attention, one on each side of the cellar door. Their behinds were bouncing a bit, so I knew they really wanted to go downstairs.
 
   Chris patted their heads. “Stay,” he commanded. “It won’t be much longer now.”
 
   We climbed down the stairs and I saw that all of the cement had been removed and placed in a pile in the center of the cellar.
 
   “Okay,” Chris said, “as you can see, there’s nothing here. We’ve broken up the cement and even shoveled some of the dirt. The dogs must have smelled something coming from the barrel. Now I’m going to bring Sherlock and Watson down so they can also see there’s nothing here.”
 
   “Okay. I guess I was kind of hoping for a mystery of some sort, but I didn’t really want to find a dead body.”
 
   Chris whistled at the dogs. “Come on,” he called.
 
   The dogs came barreling down the stairs and went straight for the area where the cement had been removed – and immediately began whining and scratching at the dirt. They were intense. So intense that I was surprised.
 
   “I don’t get it,” Chris said. “There’s nothing there.”
 
   “I think there is,” I replied. “Try digging a little deeper. Those two don’t get excited about nothing. You know them that well.”
 
   “Yeah, I’ll even help dig,” Sharon said, her voice coming from behind me. She tapped my shoulder. “You didn’t think I’d stay upstairs, did you?”
 
   “I guess not,” I replied. There was always hope, but not with Sharon around.
 
   “We’ll do the digging,” Big D said, staring into Sharon’s eyes. “There’s no reason for you to get those nice clothes all dirty when we can do the job.”
 
   I rolled my eyes again. My mother used to tell me not to do that because some day they’d get stuck that way. That thought made me roll them all over again.
 
   Chris picked up his shovel and began digging. Big D disappeared for a minute and returned with a rake. As Chris dug, Big D raked the dirt aside. They were no noises except the sounds of the digging and raking.
 
   “Mom, what’s going on down there?” Mikey shouted from the top of the stairs.
 
   “You stay up there, young man. Don’t even think about coming down here. We’re working and I don’t want you to get in the way.”
 
   “Awww,” I heard him mumble.
 
   “Is Constance up there with you?” I called.
 
   “I’m here, Pamela. What is going on down there?”
 
   “We’re just checking something out. I’ll be up in a few minutes. Why don’t you take Mikey to get an ice cream or something?”
 
   I could hear the sound of running feet as Mikey headed for Constance’s car. How well did I know my son? Well enough to know that ice cream would get him moving.
 
   “We’ll be back in about half an hour,” Constance called down.
 
   “Okay.” That took a load off my mind.
 
   “I’ve found something,” Chris said. He stopped digging and squatted down to see what was in the dirt.
 
   “Well?” Sharon asked impatiently.
 
   “It’s just an old milk bottle,” Chris replied, setting it aside. “Pamela, can’t you get the dogs to settle down?”
 
   They were more impatient than Sharon, bouncing from foot to foot near the digging.
 
   “Sherlock! Watson! Come,” I commanded.
 
   With a glance at Chris, they reluctantly turned and trotted over to me.
 
   “Sit,” I ordered. They did, but only barely. I didn’t think their behinds were probably touching the ground. Sherlock barked.
 
   “Okay, pal, I know you’re excited, but stay right here.” I patted his head and doubted he even felt it.
 
   Big D raked more dirt. “Here’s something else,” he said, picking up a small item. “It looks like an old-fashioned coin purse.” Big D was into antiques of all kinds. I trusted his opinion.
 
   “Anything in it?” I asked.
 
   He opened it. “Some coins. Big surprise there.” He poured them into his hand. “Huh. They’re all dated from the 1930s and 1940s. Nothing newer than that.”
 
   Chris stopped digging so he could take a look. I couldn’t read the expression on his face, but he did look determined as he began digging again.
 
   “Uh oh,” he said.
 
   “Uh oh?” I repeated.
 
   “Yeah, uh oh. I just hit something.” He stopped digging and stooped down to use his hands, brushing dirt away from something.
 
   “What is it?” Sharon asked, stepping closer.
 
   “It looks like fabric. Maybe from a flannel shirt. There’s not much, but… ”
 
   I suddenly realized I was holding my breath.
 
   Chris stood up. “We’ve got to call the police. There’s a body buried here.” He shook his head.
 
   “Are you sure?” I asked, releasing my breath.
 
   “As sure as I can be. I just found a skull. And there are other bones, along with some jeans material. Pamela, use your cell phone and make the call. Let’s all go upstairs. I don’t think we should do any more digging or touch anything.”
 
   I was shocked. The idea of finding a dead body in the cellar really had been just a joke. Not for one second did I ever think we’d actually find anything. Suddenly the idea of a mystery didn’t sound so enticing.
 
   I saw Sharon reaching for her cell phone and grabbed her hand. “Not now, Sharon. Wait until we know more.”
 
   I had no doubt she’d been about to call the newspaper to report our find. “Dead Body Found in Future Location of Bogey Man’s Restaurant” the headlines would read. I held onto her hand a bit tighter, and she finally pulled away and put her cell phone back in her purse.
 
   I opened mine and dialed.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Five
 
    
 
   The police arrived just as Mikey and Constance climbed out of the car. Mikey watched the police cruiser, curiosity practically oozing out of his pores.
 
   As casually as possible, I approached my son and friend. “Uh, Constance, we’ve had a little mishap here. Could you please take Mikey home and stay with him until we get there?”
 
   “Your last little mishap was a fire,” she said, quietly. “What is it this time?”
 
   “I’ll tell you when we come home. But for right now, would you get Mikey out of here?”
 
   My son ran toward the house and I called him back.
 
   “What’s going on?” Constance asked.
 
   Mikey couldn’t hear us, so I whispered. “We found a skeleton buried in the cellar. Need I say more?”
 
   “Uh, no. We’ll talk later.”
 
   “What’s going on, Mom?” Mikey asked, latching onto my hand.
 
   “Oh, not much really. We’ll talk when Dad and I get home.”
 
   That was the distraction he needed. He turned to Constance. “Did I tell you that I’m going to call Chris Daddy now? I meant to say Dad. He doesn’t mind at all.”
 
   The two climbed back into Constance’s car and I could see Mikey’s lips moving a mile a minute as they pulled away from the curb.  Constance was grinning.
 
   The police were headed toward the house and I ran to catch up with them.
 
   “Excuse me, officers, but the problem is in the cellar. Would you follow me please?”
 
   “Ma’am, we understand you’ve found a skeleton?”
 
   “Yes, we have.”
 
   They actually looked a little skeptical, and I couldn’t understand why.
 
   “Is there a problem?” I asked.
 
   “Are you sure it’s a human skeleton and not a dog or other animal?”
 
   “Yes, officer, I’m sure. My husband found the skull.”
 
   I could see their interest perk up when I mentioned the skull. “I’m Officer Seevers and this is Officer Small,” the first copper said, belatedly. “Sometimes people find animal bones in these old houses, so I thought I’d ask. We’ll take a look and then call it in.”
 
   Everyone was standing outside, by the cellar door, and the cops asked who’d found the body. Chris stepped forward.
 
   “Would you please show us what you found?” Officer Seevers asked.
 
   Chris turned on his flashlight and started down the stairs, with the coppers following. I heard him telling them about the coin purse, but the farther away they were, the less I could hear. After a few minutes they came back up the stairs.
 
   “I’ll call it in,” Officer Small said. “Be back in a minute.”
 
   I turned to Officer Seevers. “Well?” I asked. “Was it human remains?”
 
   “Yes, ma’am. We’ll get a team out here to go over the basement. I’ll need to take statements from all of you. You’ll need to stay out of the way and out of the basement until we’re done.” He followed his partner out to the car.
 
   “What do you think, Chris?” I asked.
 
   He spoke quietly. “Before they got here, Big D and I took a good look at the skull. It looks like someone bashed his head in. The back of his head appeared to be crushed.”
 
   I sucked in my breath. “So we’re talking about murder.” I sounded dramatic, even to myself. I watched the two cops return to the cellar.
 
   “Well, duh,” Big D said. “I mean, he certainly didn’t bury himself.”
 
   “Good point,” I said, narrowing my eyes at him. “Now what? And how do you know it was a man?”
 
   Chris turned to me. “Now, nothing. The police will take over. I’m just assuming it was a guy, but I couldn’t tell you for sure. I hope this doesn’t ruin things for the restaurant going in here.”
 
   “Yeah. Who’d want to patronize a restaurant with a dead body in the cellar?” I cringed, knowing I might have second thoughts if I were a customer instead of the owner.
 
   “Here’s where I come in,” Sharon said. “This is great publicity. People have a morbid curiosity. They’ll come in droves, I guarantee it. The more sensational the story, the more they’ll want to come here.”
 
   “Ha! If it’s a morbid story, they’ll stay away in droves. The only ones who’ll show up will be thrill seekers. And if his head was bashed in, chances are it’s going to be a morbid story.”
 
   My stomach dropped to my feet as I thought about our business failing. There just had to be some kind of spin we could put on this that wouldn’t detract from the good food and ambiance we offered. Chris and I needed to brainstorm.
 
   “You and your husband and I need to sit down and talk about this. Do a little brainstorming,” Sharon said, reading my mind. “We can work this out. I can get my story, and you can get your business back. Trust me.”
 
   “We? There is no we here,” I said.
 
   “Has anyone taken a moment to think about the stiff in the cellar?” Chris asked. “You realize, of course, that someone was murdered and buried in our cellar. Someone was alive one day and bit the dust the next. Someone croaked, bought the farm, and not the easy way. How many more ways can I say it? There was a murder committed here.”
 
   “That body has been there a long time,” I said. “The house has been vacant, and all you found were bones. This speaks of an old crime to me. We probably wouldn’t be so blasé if there was more than just bones.”
 
   “Yeah, maybe you’re right. This guy was probably fish bait long before we were even hatched,” Chris said. “But still, he was upright and breathing just like us at some point in time.”
 
   “Cool,” Sharon said. “I love it when you talk like an old time detective.”
 
   I glared at her. However, she was right. Chris was moving into his Bogey mode. He smelled a mystery, and an old one at that. As much as I hated to admit it, my curiosity was a little piqued, too. I mean, it wasn’t like we’d found a fresh corpse. I groaned inwardly, feeling callous.
 
   “You know,” Sharon said, “maybe that’s an angle we could work – the fact that it’s an old murder with a vintage P.I. type guy working the case.”
 
   “I’m not working the case, Sharon,” Chris said. “This is a police matter. Why don’t you hold off until we know more?”
 
   “Well, I’ve got to turn something in to the paper. Otherwise the other newspapers will scoop us when they check the police sheets.” Sharon sounded annoyed.
 
   I’d been thinking about the whole situation while Chris and Sharon sparred. “Here’s a thought,” I said. “You’re way ahead of the other papers because you were actually here when the body was found. Can’t you work the story from that point of view? You were here and you’ll have all the latest information first.”
 
   “You know, Pamela, that’s not a bad idea.” She glanced toward the cellar door and looked as though she was beginning to write the story in her mind. I hoped that would keep her occupied for a few minutes.
 
   “Chris,” I said quietly, “let’s find out if the police will talk to us.”
 
   He nodded. Turning to Big D, Chris spoke softly. I couldn’t hear what he was saying, but Davey nodded and began talking to Sharon while Chris took my hand and pulled me along behind him.
 
   “What did you say to Davey?” I asked.
 
   “I suggested he ask Sharon to go to dinner with him. That should keep them both busy for a while. Although,” Chris said thoughtfully, “Big D is kind of cream puff compared to that dizzy broad.”
 
   “Please don’t use the word broad. But a date was good thinking on your part.”
 
   “The term dizzy broad dates back to the nineteen forties and – ”
 
   “I know, but times have changed. You’re not a P.I. and this is a new millennium.”
 
   Chris laughed. “After only one year we’re acting like an old married couple. You’re getting bossy.”
 
   I smiled. “I guess the honeymoon is over and you’re beginning to see the real me.”
 
   Chris snorted. “You think bossy is going to work with me?”
 
   “No, but our marriage is a partnership, so I figure I should give it a good try.”
 
   By that time we’d reached the cellar door and a cop was coming up the stairs. He blinked a couple of times before looking at us.
 
   “It’s bright up here after spending time using flashlights in the dark cellar,” he said, seeming to feel like he needed to explain.
 
   “Did you find anything else?” I asked.
 
   “No. The homicide detective should be here any minute. We can’t really do any digging, or much of anything else, until he gets here. I can’t help but wonder if there’s at least one more body down there.”
 
   I liked this cop. He was chatty, and that’s what we were hoping for, someone who’d share with us. I couldn’t remember if he was Seevers or Small. Then I remembered he was Seevers. When we’d met, I found it interesting that Small was a big galoot. I rolled my eyes, realizing that I was beginning to sound like Chris. Galoot?
 
   “You mean because of the other slab of cement?” Chris asked.
 
   “Yeah,” Seevers replied. “This may turn out to be an old case, but it could also turn out to be interesting.”
 
   “Did you find anything else down there in the way of clues?” I asked.
 
   “We found … Uh, here comes the detective. I didn’t expect them to send her, but… You’ll have to excuse me.” He turned and walked toward the street to meet a woman in a suit. I’d assumed it would be a man, but this was definitely a woman. And she didn’t look happy.
 
   As they approached us I could hear her complaining. “I know I’m new as a homicide detective, but you’d think they could give me something juicier than a bunch of old bones.”
 
   She saw us and stopped talking, turning to confer quietly with Officer Seevers. Approaching us, she held out her hand. “I’m Detective Riley. Before I go down to the basement, would you please tell me what transpired here?” She narrowed her eyes at Chris and gave him a questioning look but said nothing further.
 
   He curled his upper lip under, leaned back slightly and hooked his thumbs in his pockets, and I knew the Bogey Man would be speaking, not my husband. His explanation was colorful, to say the least, and she didn’t interrupt his story or ask questions.
 
   While she watched him, I watched her. She appeared to be in her mid to late forties and had short, dark hair with premature beginnings of grey. She looked like she took good care of herself, and she still had a nice, trim figure. She scratched the back of her neck, pulled on her ear lobe and finally crossed her arms while she listened. She uncrossed her arms and pulled on her ear lobe again. I got the feeling that she might be nervous. Maybe this was one of her first cases as a new homicide detective.
 
   Chris finished speaking and she thanked him, turning to me. “Can you add anything to that?” she asked.
 
   “Not really. That’s about all we know. There’s a dead body in the cellar of the house we just bought to convert into a restaurant, and I’m not at all convinced this will be good for business. And just so you now, there’s a nosey reporter here who was with us when we discovered the bones. And she’s hungry for a story. She’s a really pushy woman, so watch out for her. Our dogs actually tipped us off that something was down there. Their names are Sherlock and Watson. If there’s anything we can do to help, just say the word.”
 
   Her lips twitched. I couldn’t tell what that might mean. She put her hand to her mouth and cleared her throat. Had she almost laughed at us? I wouldn’t blame her if she had.
 
   “Thank you both for your input,” she said. “And thanks for brightening my day. Now I guess I’ll take a look at your basement.” She turned and left us standing by the door to the cellar after turning and taking a good look at Chris.
 
   “Did she make you nervous?” Chris asked. “I’ve never heard you run your mouth like that.”
 
   “I didn’t know what to say, so I tried to cram it all into one explanation. She probably thinks I’m some kind of nut.”
 
   Chris smiled his best Bogey smile at me and all was right with the world. “Come on.” He pulled me forward and we sat down on the top step of the stairs, trying to hear what was going on below us. We couldn’t understand a word.
 
   The police department’s technicians showed up and we moved so they could enter the cellar. We heard noises and Detective Riley joined us upstairs.
 
   “What’s all that noise?” I asked.
 
   “They’re breaking up the other slab to see what’s underneath. It seemed too coincidental that there were two slabs. We’ll be doing some further digging in your basement, too.”
 
   Chris nodded. “You honestly think there might be another body?”
 
   “No telling,” she replied. “We’ll certainly find out. Do you know anything about this house?”
 
   “Like what?” I asked.
 
   “Like who owned it before you. Or if it was ever used as a rental. Anything at all.”
 
   “I think the previous owner’s name might be on the paperwork we received, but my understanding is that it was some guy who bought it as an investment. It didn’t work out and the house went into foreclosure. That’s when we bought it. I don’t know who owned it before him,” I said.
 
   “Okay, I’m heading back downstairs. You can go home if you want to, but leave your phone number and address with Officer Small. We’ll be in touch.”
 
   She started to walk away, but stopped to turn and look at Chris again. “Have we met before? You look familiar.”
 
   “I don’t think so,” Chris replied. “I have one of those faces that everyone thinks they’ve seen before.”
 
   She shrugged and headed back toward the cellar.
 
   “We might as well leave,” I said.
 
   “Uh huh. You can go home if you want to, but I’m going to stay and see if they dig up another body,” Chris said.
 
   “Maybe I’ll just stay with you.”


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Six
 
    
 
   Sharon walked over to me with Big D trailing behind her. He was grinning, so I guessed that she must have agreed to go out with him.
 
   “What’s going on down there?” Sharon asked.
 
   “I have no idea. They said we could go home though, so we’re going to get our things together and head out,” I lied. “I think I left my purse in the house. You might as well leave, too. We’ll let you know what happens as soon as we know anything.”
 
   “Sure you will.” Suspicion laced her words.
 
   “No. I really will. We need you to give everything a good spin, so I need to stay on your good side.” I mentally rolled my eyes for doing some spinning of my own.
 
   Sharon handed me her business card after writing something on the back. “This has my cell phone number on it. Davey and I are going out this evening, so call me on the cell if you find out anything. Remember, you need me.”
 
   Chris raised an eyebrow, but kept his mouth closed. I almost said something, but he nudged me and shook his head.
 
   Sharon and Big D left while I pretended to search for my purse. “I’ll call you,” I yelled out the door of the house.
 
   As soon as they were out of sight, Chris and I repositioned ourselves on the top stair step. We could hear all kinds of noises and talking, but we still couldn’t tell what was happening. I left Chris keeping watch and went into the house for another look around.
 
   I closed my eyes and tried to envision the restaurant. It was awesome, and it had ambience. The floors had been refinished and the paint and wallpaper worked together to create a taste of the World War II years. I could almost hear the band playing. My eyes popped open when I realized there were no people sitting at the tables. My heart pounded and I hoped against hope that Sharon really could help us. I resolved to be nice to her.
 
   Leaving the house and returning to the cellar door, I saw Chris moving out of the way and Detective Riley coming up the stairs. My steps quickened as I hurried to see if they’d found anything – or anyone – else.
 
   “Well, Detective?” Chris asked. “Did you find anything?”
 
   “No. I can’t imagine what purpose the other slab might have served. It was simply a slab of cement and nothing more. However, the techs are going to do more digging before we leave. We did find a wallet under the body, or skeleton, as the case may be. It was well-preserved and had an old driver’s license in it.” She started to walk away from us.
 
   “Wait,” I said. “Who was it?”
 
   “I can’t tell you that at this time. We’ll have to do some research to be sure that’s who’s actually buried in your basement,” Detective Riley replied. “I will tell you there was a page from a letter folded up in the wallet, and it was dated 1942.”
 
   “Interesting,” Chris said, nodding his head and rolling his upper lip under again. “But, of course, that doesn’t mean the stiff was knocked off in 1942. No telling how long the letter had been in his wallet.”
 
   “Right,” the detective said, lips twitching again. “So now I do a lot of research and try to figure this thing out. Are you sure we haven’t met?”
 
   “His skull appeared to have been bashed in,” Chris said, ignoring her question.
 
   The detective merely looked at my husband, not confirming or denying his comment.
 
   “Well?” Chris asked.
 
   “I’ll leave that determination up to the coroner.”
 
   “When can we start work on the house?” I asked.
 
   “I’ll let you know. We’ll want to look around the house, too.”
 
   Frustrated, Chris and I gave up and drove home, discussing what had happened. The discussion was relatively short because we simply didn’t know anything.
 
   Constance agreed to stay for dinner when I invited her. Chris and Mikey settled down in front of the television, watching an old movie, and Constance helped me in the kitchen. She wanted to know what was going on, so I told her what little I knew. 
 
   “Okay,” she said, “your story is fascinating, but I can’t believe there wasn’t a second body. I mean, there were two concrete pads.”
 
   “My reaction was similar to yours. Wow! How callous it is of me to be disappointed that there wasn’t a second body? I should be glad there wasn’t another set of bones.”
 
   “You’re right, but I still wish there’d been more to the story. It feels like it’s not done.”
 
   “It isn’t. We still don’t know who the guy was or what happened to him. Or who killed him.”
 
   We both became quiet while we finished fixing dinner.
 
   “Soup’s on,” I called when the food was ready.
 
   While we were eating, Mikey finally asked why the police had been at the new house.
 
   “There was a body in the basement,” Constance said. She made it sound so simple.
 
   “Yeah, right,” Mikey said. “I’m not a baby anymore. You could tell me why the coppers were really there.”
 
   “Coppers?” I laughed. “You’ve been spending way too much time with your dad.” Or was it me?
 
   The mention of his dad did it. Mikey’s attention was nicely diverted again. We finished dinner and Constance headed home while my son went upstairs to take a shower and I washed the dishes.
 
   I didn’t call Sharon because I had nothing to report. She, however, was persistent and called me during her date with Big D.
 
   “Sharon, don’t you think you should be concentrating on Davey?” I asked.
 
   “He wants to know what’s going on, too,” she replied.
 
   I doubted that.
 
   “Besides,” Sharon continued, “the sooner I can work on my story, the sooner we can try to find some kind of good publicity. I’ve already talked to my editor, and he’s going to give me some space on this one.”
 
   I finally made Sharon understand that we didn’t know anything, and that I wasn’t about to make something up, and she went back to her date with Big D.
 
   Mikey went to bed, and Chris and I fell asleep on the couch before getting up and going upstairs to our own room for the night.
 
   ***
 
   Detective Riley showed up on our doorstep early the next day, before I’d had a chance to prepare breakfast. She wanted to see the paperwork we had on the house, which didn’t tell her a thing about anyone except the guy who’d owned the house before us.
 
   “I’m going to have to research the house,” she said.
 
   Sherlock and Watson were quite curious about the visiting stranger.
 
   “Are these the dogs who found the body?” she asked.
 
   “They are,” Chris said. “The smaller Lab is Watson, and Sherlock is the big one.”
 
   “Nice dogs. Did you know labs are sometimes used for rescue?”
 
   “I know,” Chris replied. “As a matter of fact, they saved a man’s life when our old restaurant burned down.” I detected a note of pride in his voice, which was not misplaced.
 
   “Come on, kids,” I said to the Labs. “Let’s go outside.”
 
   “You can leave them here, if you like,” Detective Riley said. “I have a female chocolate Lab myself. I like the breed. And I guess we have something in common. I named her Friday, after Sergeant Joe Friday of TV fame.”
 
   I smiled and immediately began to take a liking to this woman.
 
   “I’ve done some checking on the driver’s license,” she said, getting down to business. “If it does belong to the body we found, then his name is Charles Blakely. We’re searching for family or anyone who might remember him. Needless to say, we don’t have much to go on yet.”
 
   I was surprised that she was sharing her information with us.
 
   “Honestly, I don’t think this investigation is going very far. I’ll do what I can, but there are too many current cases to deal with and this one may go into the cold files for now. We’ve gone over the house, but nothing turned up.”
 
   “What about the work we want to do? You didn’t tear out any walls or anything, did you?” I asked.
 
   “No, the house in intact. I’ll let you know when you can begin construction,” the detective replied. “Just give me a little time. I’ve talked to the coroner and she’s going to fit this case into her schedule so we can move on to more current cases. In the meantime, relax and make your plans for your little restaurant.”
 
   That sounded condescending, but I ignored it because I sincerely wanted to like this woman. I liked the way she was sharing information with us. I glanced at Chris and felt confident that he was feeling the same way.
 
   “Well,” she said, standing up, “I’d better get busy. Too much to do and not enough hours in the day.”
 
   “May I ask your first name, Detective Riley?” I asked.
 
   “Janet,” she replied. “Janet Riley.”
 
   My husband walked outside with Detective Janet Riley. Sherlock and Watson accompanied them. I watched out the window and saw Janet talk to the dogs and pat their heads before she left. Chris waved as she pulled away from the curb.
 
   “Did you find out anything else?” I asked when he brought the dogs into the house.
 
   “The department isn’t going to give this case a high priority. She said they’re going to have to take care of the basics and then the file basically gets stuck in a drawer. Maybe someday when time allows, it will be pulled out and looked at again. And then she said that I look familiar. I wonder how long it will take her to figure me out.”
 
   “Do you think we’ll actually see her again? She probably won’t have any more business with us. We don’t have anything to do with this case.”
 
   Chris appeared thoughtful. “I can’t explain it, but I think we’ll see her again. If for no other reason than because she’s curious about me, and she seems to like you.”
 
   I thought his reasoning was skewed, but I kept my trap shut.
 
   “I’m kind of surprised they didn’t find anything under that other slab yesterday,” I said.
 
   “I asked her about that. She said there were scratches on the concrete that made it look like someone had used it to set things on. Like maybe they were heavy and dragged off when they were moved.”
 
   “Huh. Could have been furniture or something. The second slab did seem bigger than the first one.”
 
   “Are we still going to have some breakfast?” Chris asked.
 
   “I’ll bet you’re starving by now. I’ll go put something together.”
 
   “Never mind,” he said. “It’s getting late. I’ll just have cereal.”
 
   “Are you sure? It wouldn’t take long to fix something.”
 
   “I’m sure. We’ve got enough to take care of today without worrying about a late breakfast.”
 
   “Have you asked Big D about getting the electricity turned on at the house?” I asked. “I don’t know if that place has new wiring or not. We certainly don’t want to have to worry about another fire.”
 
   “Yeah, one fire’s enough for a lifetime. I asked him about that yesterday, and he said he’d have to do some rewiring, so as soon as we can get back into the house…”
 
   After breakfast we drove downtown to start looking at paint and wallpaper. I decided to pick out the vintage wallpaper first and then find the right shade of paint.
 
   I looked at the floral patterns. There was one with a red background and white flowers. It was way too overpowering for a restaurant like ours. I wanted something that would set people at ease. One was a grey background with white flowers, but it looked like it belonged in a bathroom. I didn’t want wallpaper in our public restrooms because they get so much use.
 
   Floral patterns on anything were big in the forties. I thought about looking for a wicker couch with a floral pattern seat cover to put out on the porch during the nice weather. I’d seen one in an antique store. In the meantime I settled on wallpaper with… What else, flowers and leaves, a la forties-style.
 
   “You know, Bogey Man, sometimes I think I should have been born a lot earlier, like in the twenties or thirties.”
 
   “And why is that?” he asked.
 
   “Because I’ve taken to all things from the forties so easily. It was a simpler time. People were simpler. Life was better. Since I met you, I’ve learned so much about that era, and I really like it.”
 
   “Simpler? They did dishes by hand, hung their laundry on a clothes line, no microwaves or frozen dinners when you were in a hurry, and there was a world war going on. You couldn’t use a phone on the run because there were no cell phones. No computers to pay bills online or to do research. There were so many things that you couldn’t do then that you can do now.”
 
   “Less crime,” I said.
 
   “Pamela, we found a body in our cellar, and he had a letter that was dated 1942 in his wallet.”
 
   For at least a couple of hours, I’d forgotten about the body in the cellar.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   The next morning I checked the newspaper to see if Sharon had written anything yet. There was nothing, and I was relieved. Chris and I were still trying to figure out how anyone could put a good spin on our discovery. It wasn’t going to be easy, and I wondered if it was even possible. There were two strikes against us – a fire at one restaurant and bones in the basement at the new location. I could see the headline. “Fire and Murder Plague Restaurateurs.”
 
   Murder, most probably, although we didn’t know anything for sure yet. I wondered how I could get Janet Riley to share with us. Did I want her to share with us? Yes. I didn’t understand my motivation, but I wanted to get involved. I mentioned it to Chris.
 
   “Oh, I can understand. You want to set the record straight and emphasize it happened a long time ago so there won’t be a cloud over the restaurant, right?”
 
   I thought for a moment. “There’s that, but there’s also the idea of becoming involved in a real mystery. I guess I’ve spent too much time around you, Bogey Man.”
 
   My husband smiled, after turning his lip under in his best Bogey fashion and pulling thoughtfully on his ear lobe. “This is an old mystery. Maybe it’s time to get out my Bogey duds and quit crying in my beer about the business. You’re right about us being hit by a double whammy though, but if we solve this murder that would certainly be good for business – I think. I can be a P.I. and you can be my gal Friday. Whadda ya say, cupcake?”
 
   “How are we going to get Janet to tell us what’s going on?”
 
   “You leave that to me. I think I can talk her into jawing with us.”
 
   Without warning a feeling of fear overtook me. I could feel it in the pit of my stomach. We weren’t P.I.s, and we weren’t in an old movie. This was real life, even if the crime had been committed many years ago. The feeling left me as suddenly as it had hit me.
 
   I watched as Chris pulled out the phone book and looked up a listing. He punched in some numbers and smiled at me.
 
   “Who are you calling?” I asked.
 
   He held up his finger, letting me know he’d talk to me in a minute.
 
   “Yes,” he said into the phone, “I’d like to speak to Detective Riley. I believe she’s in the homicide division.”
 
   “Oh,” I said.
 
   Chris turned to me. “They’ve got me on hold. I’m simply going to invite Janet over to the house and suggest that she bring her Lab with her.”
 
   “Oh, you’re smart,” I said. “You’re going to make it social instead of business, and you’re going to use the dogs to do it. I like your plan. Besides, I kind of took a liking to the detective.”
 
   “I know. She seemed to like us, too.”
 
   Chris held up his finger again and I knew that Janet had come on the line. I listened while he talked to her, suggesting that she come over for a barbeque. He told her she could bring a date if she wanted to. And then he suggested the she bring her chocolate Lab, too, to play with Sherlock and Watson.
 
   “Her name is Friday,” I whispered, remembering that she’d made a comparison about our dogs’ names.
 
   “Your Friday and our Sherlock and Watson should get along,” he said. And then he did some listening.
 
   “Uh huh. Well, since we aren’t working at the moment, any day would be fine with us. I’ll tell Pamela.” He paused again and wrote something on a piece of paper. “We’ll be looking forward to it.” Pause. “She’ll call you.” They talked for a moment longer and Chris hung up.
 
   He handed me a piece of paper with a phone number on it. “Day after tomorrow, Wednesday. Tuesday and Wednesday are her days off. And she wants you to call her and let her know what she can bring. She sounded like she was glad to hear from me.”
 
   “Is she going to bring anyone with her?”
 
   “Probably. She had to check with her friend to see if he’s available. She sounded grateful that we suggested she bring Friday with her. She said she doesn’t get to spend as much time with her as she’d like.”
 
   “I feel like we’re using her,” I said, regretfully.
 
   “We are, but you said you like her, too, so it’s a win-win situation all the way around. Right?”
 
   “Right.”
 
   “By the way,” Chris added, “she said that we can go ahead and begin our construction.” He chuckled. “She’s playing right into our hands. She said she’d update us on the body when she sees us.”
 
   “Holy cow, Bogey Man. Can things get any better?”
 
   He grinned and picked up the phone, punching in some numbers. “Hey, Big D, we’re in business. We can start work as soon as you’re ready.”
 
   I immediately found an old envelope and began writing out a grocery list, tuning out Chris. I wrote down hamburger and then scratched it out. Spare ribs. That was the ticket. We wanted to have a good day with Janet and ribs would win her over. I had no doubt. I knew that barbequed ribs would win Mikey over, too. I wanted him to be on his best behavior while Janet was visiting. We needed her to open up to us, and I thought I might enjoy a friendship in the process.
 
   I cleaned the house, which didn’t really need it, and left to pick Mikey up at school while Chris checked to see if the barbeque needed cleaning.
 
   “We’ll stop at the grocery store on the way home,” I said before leaving. Chris had nodded at me and opened the lid to the barbeque, seeming distracted. He took his outdoor cooking seriously.
 
   With the shopping done, Mikey and I drove home. Chris met us outside and helped carry groceries inside before the two men in my life retreated to the back yard for a game of catch.
 
   And that was our day. It was quiet and it was normal. I liked it.
 
   ***
 
   The next day I waited until a reasonable hour before calling Janet. Being a cop probably meant she worked long hours and I wanted to let her sleep in before bothering her.
 
   Her phone rang three times before she answered. “Hello?”
 
   “Hi, Janet. This is Pamela. I thought we should touch bases about the barbeque.”
 
   “Oh, hi. I’m looking forward to doing something for fun for a change. And thanks for letting me bring Friday. She needs to socialize with other dogs from time to time. What can I bring?”
 
   “You don’t get to go out very often?” I asked. “Why is that?”
 
   “I’m a cop, and so is my boyfriend. ‘Nough said. Sometimes we’re lucky if we get to see each other at all.”
 
   “Well, I guess that’s the price you pay, although I don’t know what the rest of us would do if it weren’t for people like you.”
 
   “Thanks. I do my best. So, really, what can I bring?”
 
   “How about a salad?”
 
   “That’s all?” she asked. “I’m a pretty good baker. How about a dessert?”
 
   “Okay, surprise us. We’re having barbequed ribs. Bring whatever you’d like, and I’m sure we’ll enjoy it.”
 
   We chatted for a few minutes before we hung up, and I felt like I’d known this woman for a long time. She was easy to get along with.  I was looking forward to Wednesday. Cop or no cop, she was still a woman and enjoyed talking girl talk.
 
   After I hung up Chris told me he was going to meet with Big D. “We need to get things up and running. My savings aren’t going to last forever.”
 
   “I still say I could get another job as a waitress,” I suggested. “It’s really not a big deal, and it wouldn’t be forever.”
 
   “Nope. Absolutely not. We’ll work this out, I promise you.” Was it male pride or did he care about me that much? I had a feeling it might be some of both.
 
   While it was nice to have someone tell me I didn’t need to go find a job, I felt a bit guilty for not doing just that. However, I had no doubt that with Big D in charge of remodeling, it wouldn’t be all that long before we could open for business again. I was hoping that it wouldn’t be more than a few months.
 
   “Why don’t you take Sherlock and Watson with you?” I asked.
 
   “Not this time. I need to concentrate on what Big D has to say. We want this done right, and we want it done as soon as possible. I don’t want any distractions.”
 
   Chris left and I let the dogs in the house. “You should have heard your person talking,” I said. “He had the nerve to call you two distractions. Can you imagine that? You’re no more distracting than a small hurricane.”
 
   Watson cocked her head, knowing I was telling her something but having no clue what it was about. Sherlock nudged my hand, looking for attention.
 
   “Good babies,” I said.
 
   They understood that one and wagged their tails.
 
   “Ball?” I said.
 
   Both dogs perked up and their tails wagged faster. Chris said that if he could read their minds, they’d probably be saying, “Ball, ball, ball, ball.” I thought he might be right. They lived for chasing the ball and anything else that required physical activity.
 
   We went back outside and I played with them for about half an hour, and then it was time to pick Mikey up at school.
 
   “Want to go for a ride?” I asked, looking from dog to dog.
 
   Watson sat at attention, showing me what a good and quiet dog she could be. Sherlock, on the other hand, began bouncing from foot to foot.
 
   “Okay, let’s go.” I picked up my purse and let the dogs out the front door. They ran straight to the car and sat down, waiting for me. I opened the rear car door and they both climbed in, taking their places in the back seat and watching to see what I’d do next. I started the engine, of course.
 
   I’d gotten into the habit of talking to the dogs when there was no one else to talk to, and now it was just them and me. Time for a heart-to-heart.
 
   “Okay, kids, there was this murder. And it happened a long time ago. There shouldn’t be any danger involved. I mean, Chris and I could try to solve it and we wouldn’t have to worry about our safety, right? Or Mikey’s,” I said thoughtfully. I hadn’t thought about my son and the murder until that moment. Of course, we wouldn’t let Mikey anywhere near the investigation. “Investigation?” I said. “Are we really going to investigate this?”
 
   I glanced in the rearview mirror at the dogs. They were totally ignoring me, watching the scenery out of the window. They were used to me talking to them and never reacted unless I used key words like ball or dinner or walk. Actually, they had a pretty large vocabulary for dogs. I’d read that Labs do react to a lot words, and in my experience, that was true.
 
   “Ball,” I said loudly, and then laughed when they both came to attention. “I was just messin’ with ya,” I said.
 
   When they realized there was no ball, they turned back to the scenery.
 
   Pulling up to the school, I saw Mikey waiting for me on the sidewalk. He ran over to the car and jumped in, making me wish I had even half of his energy.
 
   He briefly hung over the seat to give the dogs a hug before putting on his seatbelt. And then he began a long story about his day. I listened intently and nodded or asked questions at all the right places.
 
   “By the way,” I said, “we have company coming for a barbeque tomorrow night.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “A detective named Janet Riley.”
 
   “A real copper?” Mikey sounded excited.
 
   “Yup. A real live copper.”
 
   “Cool,” he said. “Wait ‘til I tell Danny about this. He didn’t believe me about the dead body in the cellar, you know. Some of the other kids did though. Is this copper the one who went to the new house to look at the body?”
 
   I gulped. He’d been spreading the cellar story? I didn’t think he’d believed Constance when she’d told him.
 
   It didn’t take long to find out just how much he believed her.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   Mikey and I had been home for about an hour when the telephone rang. I couldn’t explain why, but I had a feeling of trepidation as I picked up the receiver.
 
   “Hello?” I said.
 
   “Mrs. Cross?” a woman’s voice asked me. “This is Mrs. Stanhope, Michael’s teacher. Do you have a moment to talk?”
 
   I had no doubt what this was about. I knew it instinctively, but I prayed I was wrong. “Good afternoon, Mrs. Stanhope. What can I do for you?”
 
   “Well, let me come right to the point. Michael has been telling his classmates that you found a deceased person in your basement, and he was rather descriptive. I’m sure there’s no truth to the story, so I thought I should let you know what’s been going on. Most of the students were fascinated with the story – you know how children are – but a couple of them were upset.”
 
   “Uh, well…,” I stammered. “I mean, Mikey wouldn’t, uh… ”
 
   “Yes? It was just a story, wasn’t it?” Mrs. Stanhope didn’t quite sound so sure of herself now. I knew it was because I’d hedged and stammered. I’d had a feeling that this was coming, but I hadn’t expected a call quite this soon.
 
   “Well, it’s like this. My husband and I had a restaurant, and it burned down. It was devastating, to say the least.”
 
   “I know. Michael told us about that, too, not too long ago. I knew that was true because it was in the newspaper. And, generally, Michael is a well-behaved boy who isn’t prone to telling outlandish stories.”
 
   “He still isn’t – prone to telling outlandish stories, I mean. We bought an old house to remodel into a new restaurant. In the course of looking everything over, we discovered bones in the cellar of the house. Mikey happened to show up with his babysitter while the coppers, uh, police were there. We tried to keep the matter of the dead body from him, but…” I let my words trail off.
 
   “You actually found human remains?” Mrs. Stanhope sounded incredulous. This was certainly something outside of her normal realm of experiences.
 
   “I’m afraid we did. And it appears he was probably murdered.”
 
   I was greeted with dead silence, to go with the revelation of a dead body.
 
   “Mrs. Stanhope?”
 
   “I’m sorry. I’m trying to take this in. It’s truly shocking.”
 
   I tried to backpedal as best I could. “Well, it would be an old crime. We found bones, not a whole body.”
 
   “Not a whole body,” she echoed. “An old body. Oh, my goodness. Let me think about this for a moment.” The phone went quiet.
 
   I sat patiently, trying to give Mikey’s teacher some time to think. Having met her, I could picture this formidable, older woman tapping her finger against her graying head and looking shocked.
 
   “Okay,” she said. “I understand. Well, not really, but I… hmm… Could you just ask Michael to keep this information to himself? Some of these children are quite impressionable, I repeat, a couple of them were upset. I don’t want to start receiving calls from parents telling me that their children are having nightmares about bodies being buried in basements. Maybe he could tell them he made it up?”
 
   “I’m sorry, but I won’t ask my son to lie, although I’d be willing to bet he embellished his story a little. He never actually saw the body. I will, however, ask him not to mention it again. Will that work?”
 
   “I suppose it will have to. So you think it was a murder?”
 
   “We believe so. At the moment it looks like something happened back in the nineteen forties, so it’s not like we found a fresh body.” I had a feeling I was making things worse. Actually, I knew I was.
 
   “I see.” She didn’t, and I knew it. It was in her voice. “Well, if he could keep this to himself? Please?”
 
   “I’ll talk to him and we’ll see if this situation can just die a natural death. Sorry, that was a poor choice of words. If he doesn’t talk about it anymore, that should be the end of it, don’t you think?”
 
   “Maybe,” Mrs. Stanhope said. She didn’t sound convinced. “At the moment the children are quite interested in his story.” She abruptly changed the subject. “So you’re going to be opening a new restaurant?”
 
   “We are, as soon as the house can be remodeled. Won’t you come visit us one night as our guest?” No harm in trying to soften her up.
 
   “I’m sure that would be delightful. I did visit your other restaurant one evening, but you and your husband weren’t there. I gathered it was your night off and you’d left someone else in charge. It was quite entertaining. My husband and I even cut a rug, so to speak, while your band played.” I could hear the sound of joy in her voice. Maybe I was winning her over.
 
   “Oh, yes, that band is wonderful. They were quite good with the forties music. It sounds like you enjoyed yourself, and I’m glad to hear that.  So it’s settled. You and your husband will be our guests one evening after we reopen.”
 
   “I’ll certainly look forward to that evening, Mrs. Cross. And thank you for being so understanding about our situation here. Your son is a wonderful child. I simply thought he’d decided to tell a good story.”
 
   “He did that,” I said, laughing, “but I’ll make sure he doesn’t say anything else.” I was having a vision of my little angel talking about murder and dead bodies. I cringed as Mrs. Stanhope wished me well and hung up.
 
   I sat quietly, thinking. I hadn’t really considered how our investigation might affect Mikey. Before my thoughts could go too far, he ran through the house with the dogs chasing him.
 
   “No running in the house,” I yelled to his back as he passed me. “Take it outside.”
 
   And they did, right after Sherlock slid into the wall again.
 
   Chris arrived home about five minutes later and we sat down at the kitchen table. I told him about my conversation with Mrs. Stanhope.
 
   “It was smart of you to butter her up and invite her to our gyp joint after it opens,” Chris said.
 
   “It won’t be a gyp joint.” I was irritable and I knew it. “Our restaurant will be classy, not a cheap diner.”
 
   “Sorry, I couldn’t think of another phrase to use. We’ll talk to Mikey about the bones and keep it toned down. When we investigate, we’ll keep him out of it. He’ll never even know we’re up to something.”
 
   “In your dreams. Mikey is pretty savvy about a lot of things. But seriously, I’ve thought about that, Chris. I don’t want to put Mikey in any danger. Maybe we shouldn’t look into this, after all.”
 
   “This is a crime that probably took place over sixty years ago, Pamela. The killer is most likely deader than a doornail by now.”
 
   “Au Contraire, there’s every possibility that the killer is still alive. I repeat, I don’t want to put Mikey in danger.”
 
   “Okay, if it even looks like we’re getting in too deep, we’ll cool our heels and back off. Deal?”
 
   I had some serious reservations about the investigation, but Chris did make sense – in a way. We certainly wouldn’t bring the investigation home with us, other than discussions. I nodded, reluctantly.
 
   “So what did Big D have to say?” I asked.
 
   “He had a great time with Sharon last night. But somehow I have a gut feeling that isn’t information you want to hear. You’re not too fond of Sharon, are you?”
 
   “It’s not that I don’t like her, but that I’ve heard stories about her involving herself in situations she shouldn’t be connected to. Actually, I wanted to know what he said about completing the construction and getting the restaurant up and running.”
 
   “Oh, that. It shouldn’t take more than a couple of months, tops. We’ll have that place open before you know it. We need to think of a name for it though. I asked Big D to take care of your office as early as possible so you can get in there are start putting things together. We’re going to need new menus, an advertising plan, and… I still think if we can solve this murder it will actually help the business.”
 
   I was more than skeptical. “We’ll see. You sound like we’re going to run right out and solve it. We don’t even have any details yet. Not a one, other than there is a dead body that was buried in our cellar.”
 
   “Janet will fill us in,” Chris said, sounding confident.
 
   “I hope she has something to fill us in about. I doubt if she knows too much yet. I got the feeling that there wasn’t really anything there in the way of clues.”
 
   “Maybe they’ve identified him by now. What was the name in his wallet? Charles something – oh yeah, Charles Blakely. That would be a beginning. And you know that once they have a name they can start searching for family. I wonder if they have missing persons records going back that far.”
 
   “I think so, but what do I know?”
 
   “I guess we’ll find out, Sugar.”
 
   Mikey opened the back door and walked in, followed by two panting dogs. He must have given them quite a workout.
 
   “Ace, have a seat here at the table,” Chris said, pulling out a chair for him.
 
   Mikey look puzzled. “Did I do something wrong? Am I in trouble?”
 
   “Now why would you think that? Have you done something lately that we don’t know about?”
 
   “No, sir. My life is an open book.”
 
   I started to laugh. I couldn’t help myself. “You’re so funny sometimes, Mikey. How do you come up with these things?”
 
   He looked very pleased with himself. “I don’t know. I just do.”
 
   Chris cleared his throat. “No, you’re not in trouble. But you could be if – ”
 
   “What did I do?” Mikey held his hands out, palms up.
 
   “Here’s the thing,” Chris said. “You’ve been telling the kids at school about a dead body in our cellar.”
 
   “But there was one, wasn’t there?”
 
   “Yes, there was,” I said, “the key word being was. The police are taking care of things now. That was your teacher on the phone earlier and she said a couple of the kids were upset by your story. So I really, really need you to stop talking about this at school. Can you do that? The body is gone and that should be the end of it.”
 
   My son looked disappointed. “It was kinda fun. Nobody else ever had a story about a dead guy before. Danny didn’t really believe me anyway. He’s my best friend, so he’s supposed to believe me, isn’t he?”
 
   “He’s learning to use his judgment,” I said. “He listened to your story and decided that something didn’t ring true in his mind. You’re not going to try to convince him, are you? I honestly don’t want you to talk about this anymore.”
 
   “Okay, Mom, I’ll keep my trap shut. I’ll use my own judgment, but I won’t like it.”
 
   I sighed. “You sound more like me and Chris every day. You’re going to ‘keep your trap shut’. I should watch what I say around you.”
 
   “No, please don’t, Mom. I like the way you guys talk. It’s fun. The guys at school like it when I use your way of talking, too. Sometimes they talk like that just for the fun of it.”
 
   “Yeah, baby cakes,” said Chris. “We like talking this way.” He grinned at me and scooted his chair closer to Mikey’s.
 
   “Well, I guess it doesn’t hurt anything. There are worse things you could be saying.” I was so glad he wasn’t using cuss words. I must have done something right in raising him.
 
   “Cool,” Chris said.
 
   “Yeah, cool,” Mikey mimicked.
 
   “Sometimes I feel like I have two sons,” I mumbled to myself.
 
   “What?” Chris asked.
 
   “Nothing. Mikey, why don’t you take Sherlock and Watson outside and feed them while I start getting our dinner ready.”
 
   I think he was glad to be out of the hot seat. He jumped up and called to the dogs, hurrying out the door and away from us.
 
   “Okay,” Chris said. “I think we handled that well. No more Stiff Stories at school. One problem down and who knows how many to go?”
 
   “Well, here’s one. I didn’t defrost anything for dinner. What would you like to do?”
 
   “After Mikey’s done feeding the dogs, let’s go out. Let someone take care of us for a change. Soon enough we’ll be taking care of everyone else again. And no fast food. Let’s go to a nice sit-down restaurant for a good meal. You deserve a break from cooking anyway.”
 
   “Bless you,” I said, gratefully.
 
   The phone rang and Chris left me at the table while he answered it. He walked into the other room and I could hear his voice, but not what he was saying. His tone sounded upset, but not angry. I busied myself by putting a few clean dishes away that had been sitting in the dish drainer. Chris returned to the kitchen after only a few minutes.
 
   “Well, that was Brian, from the band. They’ve taken another job. I can’t blame them, but it sure leaves us in a bind. I wonder how long it’ll take before we lose our waitresses and chef. I’d hoped they could quality for and survive on unemployment checks.” He sat down on the chair and put his head in his hands.
 
   “Now, Honey,” I said, “we can work this out. There are plenty of other bands and restaurant staff out there looking for a good job. We’ll be fine. You just wait and see. If we have to, we’ll cook and serve the customers ourselves, but it won’t come to that.”
 
   Chris looked up and smiled. “You’re right. We’ll be fine.”
 
   “And just think of all the fun we’re going to have solving our murder.”
 
   “Our murder?”
 
   “Uh, the murder. Not ours. We’re not dying. You know what I meant.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Nine
 
    
 
   Wednesday rolled around and the first thing I did was send Watson outside to get the newspaper. Of course, Sherlock accompanied her, not wanting to be left out. My two Labs were awesome. Training them had been fairly easy because it seemed like all they wanted to do was to please us. I gave them each a treat when they returned with the paper and they settled in to watch what I was doing.
 
   I started preparing breakfast and called upstairs to Mikey to get up. After a few minutes, when I didn’t hear him moving around, I sent Sherlock to get him. This was part of our normal routine.
 
   “Go get Mikey,” I said. The dog glanced at me and turned to the doorway, then took off to find my son. The house was very quiet and I could hear him tromp up the stairs and push the bedroom door open. Sherlock barked once, and then again. Finally, I heard some movement upstairs, and moments later I heard Chris come down the stairs, mumbling, “Nag, nag nag. Why’d you send the dog up to wake me?”
 
   I laughed. “I didn’t. I sent him up to get Mikey.”
 
   There was a noise on the stairs before I heard Mikey mumbling, “Bark, bark, bark. What’s up with Sherlock this morning?”
 
   Needless to say, Chris and Mikey are not morning people. Neither am I, actually, but then I didn’t have a choice in the matter. I was the one who had to get everyone moving.
 
   I set a simple breakfast on the table with eggs, grits and toast, and my boys dug in. We’d never had grits before, until a few months earlier, and we discovered that with milk and a little sugar, we loved them.
 
   I pulled the rubber band off the newspaper and opened it, and there it was, halfway down the front page. “Vintage Murder Scene Found at Site of New Restaurant”. Vintage murder scene? How very cute of Sharon to put it that way, I thought with a touch of sarcasm. I was not a happy camper. I didn’t think Chris would be too happy either.
 
   At least she hadn’t mentioned the restaurant by name, but then how could she? It didn’t have a name yet. She did, however, mention the fire at the old restaurant.
 
   She also named the victim and the location where the remains were found, and she made a point of writing that it was under investigation as a homicide. The victim was Charles Blakely, and family members had been found and notified. Blakely had a sister, a niece and a great-niece who lived in the area.
 
   She also mentioned Chris and me by name, commenting briefly on our involvement in another murder which had taken place a year earlier. That was when I’d first met Chris. She even had the gall to mention Chris’s resemblance to Humphrey Bogart.
 
   She was playing us up in the article while telling about the old murder. Did she honestly think that would bring business into the restaurant? And why on earth did she have to mention our involvement in a year-old murder? If I read the story and didn’t know Chris and me, I’d think there was something wrong with us for being close to two murder scenes. This would not be a draw for customers.
 
   After finishing the article I handed it to Chris. I wanted to say something to him, but not in front of Mikey. And there was a lot that I wanted to say to Sharon. All of my comments would have to wait until Mikey was at school.
 
   The boys finished their breakfast and left the table, and I started washing the dishes. I could hear the shower running upstairs, so I knew Chris was ready to face the day. Mikey dressed for school and came back downstairs after a few minutes. He had his books and backpack with him and he sat down at the table.
 
   “Did you make your bed?” I asked.
 
   “I did.”
 
   I put the last dish in the drainer, dried my hands, and grabbed my purse and car keys. “Let’s go then.”
 
   On the way to school I reminded Mikey about his promise not to mention the dead body. He said he remembered.
 
   By the time I arrived home, Chris was sitting at the kitchen table rereading the article and frowning.
 
   “What do you think?” I asked.
 
   “I think all the stories we’ve heard about Sharon are true. She didn’t try to put a good spin on the murder. I guess I should say, the situation. I don’t think we want to use the ‘M’ word in public.”
 
   “Well, I don’t really want to stick up for her, but how can you put a good spin on a murder? I mean, really. You can’t. At the very least I thought she’d leave us out of it and put the story in the back of the paper or something.”
 
   “But, Pamela, that wouldn’t put her in good with the editor. And she does want to become a real, honest-to-goodness reporter.” His tone sounded sarcastic, and I understood how he felt.
 
   “Now what are we going to do?” I asked.
 
   “All we can do is wait. Hopefully this will all be over and forgotten soon. We should probably talk to Sharon, too. Maybe remind her about the good spin she was going to put on her story.”
 
   “Can you talk to Big D about Sharon? I know they just met each other, but maybe he can help us. Do you think he carries any weight with her?”
 
   “I doubt it. He’s just a big ol’ Teddy Bear when it comes to women, and he really seems to like Sharon, which makes it even worse. Plus they just met.”
 
   “He lets women walk all over him? I know he can be shy, but I’m still surprised to hear that. I would have thought he’d be the alpha dog in a relationship.”
 
   “Nope. He thinks of women as delicate little flowers.”
 
   “Oh, brother. Is he ever in for a rude awakening.”
 
   I left Chris alone so he could read the rest of the newspaper and began making preparations for our barbeque. I planned on serving barbequed ribs, baked beans and French fries, and maybe onion rings, along with garlic toast. Thinking about it made me hungry. I had some avocados, so I thought I’d make some guacamole, too, as an appetizer. Onion dip and potato chips… No, I was already thinking of onion rings. I didn’t want to overdo the onions. Maybe I’d just serve French fries and forget the onion rings. I stopped and chuckled to myself. It takes so little to distract me, which isn’t always a bad thing. I prepared the guacamole and put the bowl in the refrigerator.
 
   I was unwrapping the ribs when the doorbell rang. Chris glanced up from the newspaper, rolling his upper lip under. We weren’t expecting anyone.
 
   “I’ll get it. You just stay right there and read the paper. No need to get up or anything.” 
 
   He quietly growled at me.
 
   I rolled my eyes and he returned to the paper. He was so cute that it was hard to feel angry. I was teasing him and he knew it.
 
   The bell rang again and I hurried my steps.
 
   “Yes?” I said, opening the door to find a pair of strangers standing on the porch. I hoped they weren’t selling anything. I can be such an easy mark.
 
   “Are you Mrs. Cross?” A little brown-haired munchkin addressed me, appearing nervous. She had to be under five feet, and she was petite enough to make me feel like an Amazon warrior, even though I was only five-four. She had very delicate, lovely features. Directly behind her stood someone of about the same size. All I could see was a cloud of blonde hair framing the first woman’s face from behind.
 
   “Yes, I am. What can I do for you?” They didn’t look like saleswomen, at least the one I could see, and they didn’t look like choir members out to talk us into attending their church. Besides, I had my own church.
 
   “My name is Midge Meyers, and this is…”
 
   She suddenly realized that the other person wasn’t standing beside her and reached back to pull her to her side.
 
    “…and this is my daughter, Pidge. Pidge is just a nickname.” The woman sounded as nervous as she looked.
 
   Pidge was almost a carbon copy of her mother, but about twenty years younger and slightly heavier. While her mother appeared nervous, the younger woman looked embarrassed.
 
   Okay, I wondered, what’s this all about?
 
   “We’re here to talk to you about the dead body, or bones, that were found in the cellar of your new home. Or restaurant. Or whatever you want to call it.”
 
   I turned from the door and called to my husband. “Chris, I think you might want to come to the door.”
 
   Turning back to the women, I said, “Wait for just a moment, until my husband joins us. We don’t know anything about the man that was found. I’m not sure what you want from us.” I figured they were probably some screwballs who read the newspaper article and wanted to lay claim to some long lost fortune. I mentally rolled my eyes for even having such a thought.
 
   “We’ll wait,” Midge said. “I’d like to talk to your husband, too.”
 
   Pidge fidgeted while we waited.
 
   “What is it?” Chris asked.
 
   “These two women would like to talk to us about the bones we found at the restaurant. That’s all I know.”
 
   “Mr. Cross?” Midge said, holding out her hand. “Let me introduce myself. I’m Midge Meyers, and this is my daughter, Pidge, and we’re here about the body that was found in your basement. He was my uncle, Charles Blakely.”
 
   I stepped back from the door and invited the women to come inside. They had my full attention. “Your uncle?” I asked. “I’m so sorry for your loss.” I was, but it felt funny saying that since he’d been gone for so many years.
 
   Midge and her daughter took seats, each at opposite ends of the couch. Chris and I sat in chairs and faced them.
 
   “How can we help you?” Chris asked.
 
   Midge took a deep breath while her daughter stared at the floor. “The police notified us of the discovery, and then we read the article in the newspaper. As I recall, you were also involved in a murder about a year ago. The article reminded me of that.”
 
   Chris started to say something, but she held up her tiny index finger to stop him.
 
   “Please hear me out. We always knew something bad had happened to Uncle Charles. He was a good man, and my mother never believed he would just lose contact with everyone like that. His disappearance hit hard. We are, and were, a close-knit family.”
 
   Midge appeared to be in her early sixties, and I couldn’t imagine she remembered much about her uncle, if she knew him at all. I wondered if she’d even been born when he disappeared.
 
   “How old were you when the family lost contact?” I asked.
 
   “Oh, I hadn’t been born yet. However, my mother and grandmother used to talk about Uncle Charles a lot. Actually, it’s my mother who wants me to try to find out what happened. She’s still in her own home, but she doesn’t get around much anymore. She adored my uncle. From the stories she tells, he practically walked on water.”
 
   She shook her head, looking sorrowful.
 
   “I wish I had known my uncle.”
 
   “Again,” Chris asked, “how can we help you?”
 
   “Here’s the thing,” Midge replied. “The police made us feel that because of the time lapse since the crime was committed, this is very much a low priority case for them. I’d like to hire you to find out who killed my uncle so that my mother can have some peace of mind. I know, I know. That’s a pretty tall order, but I gather you’ve had some experience.”
 
   “I’m not a private investigator,” Chris said. “I wouldn’t know where to begin.”
 
   “You could begin by looking around that house for clues, and you could try to find out who was involved in his life in those days.”
 
   “Yeah, Chris,” I said. “How hard could that be?”
 
   Pidge gave me a look. I couldn’t quite identify the look, but my feeling was she didn’t like my sarcasm. Or maybe she agreed with me. I couldn’t tell.
 
   “Mrs. Meyers – ” Chris began.
 
   “Midge. Please call me Midge.”
 
   Chris looked uncomfortable. “Midge, my wife and I have actually thought about looking into this, but there are a few factors involved here that you need to think about. We don’t want to get in the way of the police investi – ”
 
   “If it’s low priority for them, then it shouldn’t be a problem, right?”
 
   “As I said, I’m not a private investigator.”
 
   “You helped out in that murder case last year. You’ve had experience.”
 
   “I don’t want to put my wife or son in danger.”
 
   “What danger? This happened a long time ago. My mother needs closure. At her age, she kind of obsesses about her older brother sometimes.”
 
   “I’m not licensed to do this type of work.”
 
   “You don’t need to be. This will be mostly research.”
 
   “By the way,” Pidge said, “when this uncle of ours lived in that house, it was a boarding house. There could be plenty of suspects. How’s that for a place to start your investigation?”
 
   Chris rolled his upper lip under and I knew we were in, like it or not. Who was the pigeon here – Pidge or Chris? My vote went to Chris. These women wanted us to actually solve the case. It was no longer just an idea of ours.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Ten
 
    
 
   Midge told us what little she knew and then excused herself to retrieve a shoebox from her car. It contained letters to her mother from her uncle. At the time of his disappearance, Midge’s mother had moved out of state with her husband but returned when Charles couldn’t be located. She’d spent a lifetime grieving over the loss of her brother, as had her mother.
 
   “We’ll do what we can,” Chris said, “but I can’t make any promises. I want to make sure you understand that.”
 
   “I do,” Midge replied. “I’ll pay you whatever you want. I am a woman of means, so money isn’t an issue.” Before pulling out her checkbook, she flapped her hand at Chris like discussing price was distasteful to her.
 
   “I won’t charge you anything, so put your checkbook away. You don’t seem to get it, but I’m not a P.I. I can’t charge for this. Anything that we do will be totally unofficial. You do understand that, don’t you?”
 
   “I do, but I still feel like I should pay you something.”
 
   The phone rang and I excused myself to answer it.
 
   “Hello?” I said.
 
   “Good morning, Pamela. This is Sharon. I thought I’d call and see how you like the article I wrote. Pretty good, huh?”
 
   I took a deep breath. “Sharon, I thought you were going to try to put a good spin on what happened. Not only didn’t you do that, but it was on the front page with information about Chris and me. What were you thinking? Or were you thinking at all? You even brought up the fire at the other restaurant. What’s wrong with you?” I could feel my lips begin to purse.
 
   “But I thought I wrote a great article.” Sharon sounded hurt.
 
   I didn’t care. “You didn’t help us at all. In fact, now everyone will relate the murder to our restaurant while the information about the fire rumbles around in the back of their minds. You – ”
 
   “I’m on my way over,” Sharon said. “See you in fifteen minutes.” 
 
   She hung up before I could tell her not to come.
 
   I glanced toward the living room and our guests. Uh oh. I needed to get Midge and Pidge to leave before Sharon showed up. She’d have a field day with this if she knew what the two women wanted.
 
   I called to Chris asking him to come see me in the kitchen.
 
   He excused himself and I closed the door to the kitchen as soon as he walked through the doorway. “Sharon is on her way over. We’ve got to get rid of those women in a hurry.”
 
   “Why didn’t you stop her?”
 
   “She hung up before I had the chance.”
 
   Chris paced around the kitchen twice before returning to the living room. “I’m sorry, ladies, but my wife just reminded me that we have an appointment. Please excuse us, but we’re going to have to leave in a few minutes.”
 
   “Oh, I understand,” Midge said. “You will take the case though, am I right? Please help us.”
 
   “Yes, we’ll take the case. Let me give this some thought first and then I’ll get back to you. I know I’ll have questions that only you or your mother can answer. And I want to look into the previous owners of that house.”
 
   The women stood to leave after Midge and Chris exchanged phone numbers. Midge reached out to shake our hands. Her daughter held back. I wasn’t sure if the younger woman quite trusted us. Her demeanor made me feel that she wasn’t sure her mother was doing the right thing.
 
   Chris and I watched them walk out to their car, a beautiful black sports model Mercedes, and I could see Pidge’s mouth working while she constantly shook her head. Midge stopped, said something to Pidge, and took her hand, patting the top of it. Pidge shook her head one more time and climbed into the vehicle.
 
   I started to laugh, unable to help myself. “Midge and Pidge? Good grief! They should be on that TV show, What’s in a Name?”
 
   “They’re so tiny,” Chris said. “I felt like I was talking to a couple of kids, except Midge seems to know what she wants and I think she might go to great lengths to get her way. I get the feeling that dame is probably the brains behind this little investigation. I think she could be quite the little Dragon Lady.”
 
   “Dragon Lady? I don’t think she’s intimidating at all,” I said.
 
   “That’s because you’re a woman. A very small dame can be intimidating because she’s small. Men are afraid she’ll fall apart like a China doll. They’ll handle her with kid gloves and she then becomes the intimidator. I was half afraid to press the flesh with her because her hands were so small.” Chris thought he had women figured out.
 
   “You shake a small woman’s hand just like a big woman. Gently.” I didn’t argue with anything else he said. Let him live in his little dream world. What could it hurt?
 
   “Okay,” I said, “Sharon is on her way over and she knows we’re not happy. Maybe she’s going to try to do some damage control.”
 
   “One can always hope. I’ve been thinking, cupcake, and my thought is that I’ll hit the bricks and drive over to the new restaurant, and let you handle Sharon by yourself. You’re better at that kind of thing than I am.”
 
   “Don’t even think about walking out that door, buster. You stay right here and face her with me. She’s got to undo some of the damage she’s done. And if you’re uncomfortable when she arrives, try intimidating her. Put on your hard case persona and put her on the spot about what she’s done. I know you can do it.”
 
   “Uh huh.” He didn’t sound convinced. “You know, you used to be so quiet and demure. What happened?”
 
   “I married you and came out of my shell.”
 
   “My fault, huh?”
 
   “In a way. When I met you I was a widowed mother raising a child and working two jobs. I didn’t have time to be anything more than quiet. Demure? No. Well, maybe a tad shy, but that was because of my circumstances.”
 
   Sharon pulled up to the curb which effectively cut off the conversation. That might have been a good thing. We weren’t arguing, but it could have led to that because Chris didn’t want to have a confrontation with Sharon. He wanted me to.
 
   I opened the front door and stood with my arms folded, waiting for Sharon to walk up the steps. Intimidation comes in many forms. Her knowing that I was standing with the door open instead of passively waiting in the house was one of them. I should have been tapping my foot as though waiting for an errant child.
 
   “Now, Pamela,” she said quickly, stopping in front of me, “we can fix this. I reread my article and I can see why you might be upset, but I had to do it. That’s my job. I write about what’s going on in town. And an old body turning up is news.”
 
   I stood silently with my arms crossed and didn’t acknowledge her statement. If I let her talk long enough, she just might hang herself.
 
   “Honestly. We can fix this. I’ll play up the new restaurant angle without mentioning the murder. That’ll work, I promise.”
 
   I could see the wheels turning in her head, figuratively speaking, of course.
 
   “I can see the headline now,” she said. “Fine Dining and Dancing at the Bogey Nights.”
 
   “‘Bogey Nights?’ How did you come up with that name?”
 
   “Isn’t that what you were going to call it?” She looked panicked that she’d gotten the name wrong.
 
   “We haven’t named it yet,” Chris said. “But I have to admit, I kind of like that. Pamela, what do you think?” He turned to me.
 
   “I thought you didn’t want to use the name Bogey. However,” I said slowly, “I kind of like it. Bogey Nights – where good food and great atmosphere abound. Okay, Sharon, one point for you. You gave us the name for the restaurant – maybe. But you’re still not off the hook.”
 
   “’Bogey Nights – where gourmet food and great atmosphere abound’,” Sharon said, correcting me.
 
   “Don’t get carried away,” I said. “The food won’t be what I’d call gourmet, but it will be excellent, just the same. And I don’t want it to be an advertisement. I want you to write a real, honest-to-goodness story.”
 
   Sharon pulled a pad of paper out of her purse and began writing. “I don’t want to forget any of this. Excellent food, atmosphere and dancing to a live 1940s-style band. Good stuff.” She put her pen and paper back in her purse.
 
   I had the distinct feeling that she was trying to distract us, hoping we’d forget about her story.
 
   “Okay,” Chris said. “You’ve redeemed yourself some, but not enough. I’ve still got a beef with you. You’ve got to clear this up so people don’t think we’re running a mortuary instead of a restaurant.”
 
   Sharon began batting her eyelashes at Chris like she thought flirting would help.
 
   He wasn’t going for it. “Flapping those blinkers at me ain’t gonna help either. Another story like this one and we’ll never get the supper club off the ground.”
 
   “Okay,” Sharon said, “I got carried away. And I know it, and I’m sorry. I’ll do what I can to make it up to you.”
 
   “You’d better,” I said, none too politely.
 
   “So what’s next on the agenda?” she asked.
 
   “What do you mean?” Chris asked.
 
   “Look, can I come in instead of standing here on the porch?”
 
   I gave it a slow count before I stepped back and let her come in. I didn’t want her to feel too comfortable.
 
   “Oh, nice house,” she said, looking around, kissing up to us.
 
   “We like it.” I led the way into the living room where I saw Midge’s phone number sitting on the coffee table. I nonchalantly picked it up and shoved it into Chris’s hand. He stuffed it in his pocket. I didn’t want Sharon to see it because she probably knew the name of the relatives.
 
   She watched our interaction suspiciously, but didn’t comment.
 
   Neither Chris nor I spoke, waiting for Sharon to say what was on her mind. We were still thinking in terms of intimidation.
 
   “So, what’s up? Where do you two go from here?” she asked.
 
   “We’re going to start work on the restaurant,” Chris said. “What did you think we were going to do?”
 
   “Oh, nothing. Well, I thought maybe you’d work on the murder. After all, the body was found in your cellar.”
 
   “Just because there were bones in the cellar doesn’t mean we’re going to get involved,” Chris said. “We don’t know a thing about the stiff or what happened to him.”
 
   “Yeah, Sharon, we’re not P.I.s or anything,” I added. “Maybe you should go talk to that female private investigator you drive crazy. At least she’s really an investigator.”
 
   I thought Sharon shivered, but I couldn’t swear to it. “Oh, no. She doesn’t want to see me right now. She says I get in her way.”
 
   “And is she right?” I couldn’t help it. I grinned.
 
   “It’s not amusing.” Sharon looked indignant, although embarrassed at the same time. “She says I always get under her feet and in the way. That’s not true. I’ve actually helped her out on occasion.”
 
   “That’s not what I heard,” I said, still grinning.
 
   Sharon didn’t look happy. Time to change the subject. 
 
   “How did your date with Big D go?” I asked.
 
   She actually smiled a genuine smile. “Davey and I had a wonderful time. He’s such a gentleman, but not boring. We’re going out again. Of course,” she added, “he’ll have to get used to my career. I’m a reporter, and that’s number one in my life.”
 
   She hadn’t convinced me. I had a feeling Big D could easily sweep her off her feet and maybe make her let her career take a backseat to their relationship, if it went that far.
 
   “By the way,” she said, “who were those two ladies I saw leaving just before I got here?”
 
   My mouth dropped open and Chris nudged me. “Close your mouth, Pamela. Dangling lips are not attractive.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
   My dangling lips were itching to give Sharon a piece of my mind, but instead I briefly clamped them shut.
 
    “How did you know we had company?” I finally asked, perplexed and annoyed at the same time. “Not that it’s any of your business.”
 
   Sharon put on the most innocent expression she could muster. “I was on your street, heading over here, and called you on the cell phone from my car. When I saw that you had visitors, I tried to give you time to get rid of them.”
 
   “You thought we’d give them the bum’s rush because you were coming over?” I was incredulous that she’d even think such a thing – until I remembered that was exactly what we’d done. “No way,” I lied, feeling only a slight tinge of guilt. “They were just leaving when you called, so don’t think we got rid of someone just because you were on your way.”
 
   At least Sharon had no idea that our guests were in any way related to the death of Charles Blakely. We wouldn’t have been able to keep her away if she’d known that little tidbit.
 
   “What’s a ‘bum’s rush’?”
 
   “If you’re not careful, you’ll find out the hard way.” I sighed. “When you forcibly make someone leave, that’s a bum’s rush.”
 
   “Oh.”
 
   I suddenly remembered that Detective Riley would be arriving before long. I had things to do to get ready for the barbeque. The morning had left me feeling like I’d been running a race. I couldn’t wait for a moment to sit down and regroup.
 
   “Okay, Sharon, so you’re going back to your office to start a new story, right?” I needed to get rid of her. If she saw Janet Riley, she’d want to stay and pump her for information. There was no way I was going to let that happen. Midge, Pidge and Janet were off limits, as far as I was concerned.
 
   “Are you trying to get rid of me? Is this an example of the bum’s rush?” she asked suspiciously.
 
   “You betcha. I’ve got things to do, and so does Chris. Things that don’t involve a reporter or a story.”
 
   “I’m going over to the new restaurant,” Chris said. “Why don’t you drive over there and you can spend some time with Big D? We’ll talk about your story.”
 
   Oh, what a good husband! He was trying to help me get rid of her. Since he was standing behind me, I turned and winked at him. He grinned.
 
   “Good idea,” Sharon said. “I’ll meet you over there. Are you going to work on the place with Davey?”
 
   “Not likely,” Chris said. “I’m paying my buddy to do the work for me. I’m just going over to supervise for a while. I’m pretty good at that.”
 
   I laughed. “That you are, Bogey Man.”
 
   Sharon left, and Chris followed behind her after I reminded him not to be gone too long because we had company coming.
 
   I sat down for a full half hour before pulling the ribs out of the refrigerator and preparing them for the barbeque. I make a mean homemade barbeque sauce and I let them soak in it before Chris would cook them. I’d spent my half hour writing notes about the restaurant site and what we knew so far, which was very little, and planned on asking Chris to add anything I was forgetting.
 
   Sherlock and Watson scratched at the back door, begging for attention. I found one of their tennis balls and we played fetch for a few minutes. “Okay, you two. We have company coming and they’re bringing another of your species with them.” I scratched their heads. “That’s right, another dog, also a Lab. I expect you to be on your best behavior.”
 
   They watched me with their heads cocked to the side, probably wondering what I was talking about.
 
   “Go get your toys and keep yourselves busy now,” I directed. 
 
   They have a toy box filled with doggie toys and goodies. As soon as they heard the word toy, they dashed away in search of something to play with, bringing their favorites back to the porch with them.
 
   Returning to the kitchen, I washed my hands and began the dinner process. I was cutting potatoes for fries when the doorbell rang. Before I could rinse my hands and answer it, I heard Chris’s voice talking to someone.
 
   “…glad you could make it,” I heard him say.
 
   Dish towel in hand, I made my way to the front door. Janet and a very good looking gentleman were standing there talking to Chris.
 
   “Janet, so good to see you,” I said, giving her a hug which seemed to surprise her. Hugging is a social thing for me when I like someone. I glanced at her friend, waiting for an introduction.
 
   “Thanks for inviting us over,” she replied, returning the hug. “I’d like you to meet Don Hackett.”
 
   Don held his hand out and we shook. He understood the firm but gentle handshake I’d mentioned to Chris.  One point in his favor. On impulse, I pulled him into a hug, too, before backing up.
 
    “It’s a pleasure to meet you,” I said, studying him. Janet was around five-feet five-inches, just barely taller than me. He was about five or six inches taller than her. His hair was dark and cut relatively short, almost but not quite a military cut. It looked like it might be curly if he let it grow out. I thought maybe he and Janet worked out together – they made such a fit and healthy couple. Don had a pleasant face and a genuine smile. I liked him immediately. Somehow he and Janet seemed right together, not that appearance is everything.
 
    “My pleasure,” he replied.
 
   A chocolate-colored Lab sat quietly at Janet’s side. “And this is Friday,” she said. “Shake hands with the lady.”
 
   Friday held her paw out to me and we shook. I’d swear she smiled at me, and I warmed up to her immediately. She was smaller than my dogs and appeared to be a bit younger, but I could see that Janet had been working with her and trying to train her. I could also see that it wasn’t quite working yet because Friday leaped up and panted in my face.
 
   “Off, girl,” I said. She dropped to the floor.
 
   “How about a beer?” Chris asked.
 
    Janet shook her head. “I don’t drink, to speak of.”
 
   “Lead on,” Don said. “I do.”
 
   The two men, with Friday following, headed for the backyard where a cooler filled with beer and soft drinks waited.
 
   “Let’s adjourn to the kitchen,” I suggested, taking a salad bowl out of her hands along with a bottle of what looked like homemade dressing.
 
   She picked up a cake plate from the coffee table where it had been set and followed me, glancing around the house. “I like your place. You’ve made it feel comfortable; like a real home. Mine is pretty minimal because I’m gone so much.”
 
   “Chris and I have only been married for a year. Before that I worked two jobs, so I wasn’t home much either. I understand your minimalism.  Now that I’m married I can do what I like, and Chris loves this house. He says it’s the first place he’s ever lived in that feels like a real home. So thanks for your compliment. I appreciate it more than you know.”
 
   “You’ve done a good job.”
 
   I smiled, feeling good about myself. 
 
    “What did you bring for dessert? Never mind. Surprise me.”
 
   “You’ll like it, I guarantee,” she said. “That is, if you like chocolate.”
 
   “I’ve only met one woman in my entire life who didn’t like chocolate, and it wasn’t me. Talk about your comfort food. And I think it’s inspired that you have a chocolate Lab.”
 
   Janet was so easy to talk to, and I wondered if that was a help to her when she was grilling bad guys. I had to think it worked to her advantage.
 
   We watched out the window for a moment to see how the dogs would get along. Famously is the only word to describe it. After a lot of rear end sniffing and some chuffing noises my dogs headed for the toy box with Friday following behind them.
 
   Janet sat at the kitchen table while I finished the potatoes and then we worked together to finish up. I felt like I was visiting with an old friend while we chatted. She reminded me of someone who’d never met a stranger, kind of like my Labs. Uh, not that I was comparing a woman to a dog. But Labs are a friendly breed. And Janet was friendly. I did what I could to turn off my thoughts.
 
   Finally, when everything was ready, I called Chris in to get the ribs and start them cooking while I picked Mikey up at school.
 
   “Do you want to stay here or go with me?” I asked, turning to Janet.
 
   “I’ll go with you. I love kids, although I’ve never had any of my own. Being a police officer does have its drawbacks. I smother my sister’s kids, but they don’t seem to mind. At my age it doesn’t look like I’ll ever have any, so my niece and nephew fill the void. I can spoil them and then send them home.” She laughed. “Drives my sister crazy.”
 
   When we arrived at the school I found Mikey standing and waiting for me. He had a suspiciously guilty look on his face, and he was shifting his weight from one foot to the other. He saw my car, but he wouldn’t look directly at me.
 
   “Hey, pal,” I said, rolling down the window, “how was your day?”
 
   “Okay,” he said quietly, glancing at Janet with subtle curiosity. His usual greeting would have been a moment by moment description of the school day with theatrics to embellish his stories.
 
    “I’d like you to meet Janet Riley. She and her friend are having dinner with us, and she brought her Lab to play with Sherlock and Watson.”
 
   “Hi,” he said, perking up and jumping into the backseat of the car. “So you have a Lab, too? We have two of them. Way cool.”
 
   “Yeah, cool,” Janet said. “She’s a good dog. You’ll like her.”
 
   “I bet I will.” Mikey sat back and put on his seatbelt, reverting back to his quiet mode once he’d settled in.
 
   “So what’s up, pal?” I asked.
 
   “Nothing.”
 
   “Are you sure? You’re awfully quiet.”
 
   “Wellll…” He drew the word out, lingering over it, almost tasting each letter.
 
   “Uh huh. What’s going on, Mikey?”
 
   “Um, now Mom, don’t get mad at me. Promise?”
 
   I could see the corners of Janet’s mouth twitch before she clamped her lips together. She seemed to know this was going to be a good one.
 
   I glanced in the rearview mirror before turning to look over the top of the car seat, and didn’t say a word.
 
   “Mom, I need your promise.”
 
   “I promise,” I said. “I won’t lose my temper. Now what’s going on?”
 
   Mikey looked down and mumbled something.
 
   “What?”
 
   He sighed, very loudly. “I said that I talked about that dead body at school today. Remember, you promised you wouldn’t get mad, and it wasn’t my fault. But at least the kids believe me now.”
 
   “Why on earth did you break your promise to me?” I asked. “You weren’t supposed to say anything else. I told your teacher you’d – ”
 
   “But, Mom, it wasn’t my fault. Somebody’s dad read a story in the newspaper and talked about it in front of their kid. Then their kid talked about it at school, and pretty soon Mrs. Stanhope got a paper and read it and said that, by golly, it looked like I was right.” He sounded like he felt vindicated.
 
   “So your teacher called me and asked me to quiet you down about dead bodies, and then turned around and jumped into the middle of it herself.” I decided to let it go without saying anything else or Mikey might spill the beans about my comments at school. I didn’t want another call from Mrs. Stanhope. 
 
   “Is this about…” Janet said.
 
   “It is. It’s about the bones at the new restaurant. Mikey was told not to talk about it at school per his teacher’s request.”
 
   “Ah, I see. You know, Mikey, I’m a police officer, and if you have any questions about this you can talk to me. What they put in the newspaper isn’t always the whole story. And sometimes they make it sound like more than it really is.”
 
   “You are? You have a Lab and you’re a copper?” I could hear awe in his voice. Janet had handed him a double whammy, and he liked it.
 
   “That’s police officer to you, young man,” I said.
 
   “But you and dad always say – ”
 
   “Never mind what we always say. Show a little respect, please.” He was putting me on the hot seat, and it wasn’t very comfortable.
 
   I could see Janet’s lips twitching again.
 
   “Yes, ma’am.”
 
   “And, yes, it was in the newspaper, so it isn’t your fault. But, sweetie, don’t say anymore about it. Okay? You’re going to give your teacher a coronary if you’re not careful.”
 
   “What’s a coronary?”
 
   “A heart attack.”
 
   I pulled away from the school and we headed home. Glancing in the rearview mirror again, I noticed Mikey sitting up straighter and watching the back of Janet’s head. “Can I really ask you some questions?”
 
   “Sure. What would you like to know?” She turned in her seat as much as she could to face him.
 
   “What’s it like to find a dead body? What does it look like? Is it like in the movies?”
 
   “Mikey!”


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
   Janet laughed, waving me off with her hand. “Believe me, Pamela, my niece and nephew have asked worse than that.”
 
   She turned to Mikey. “I’ll tell you about my most recent case. Yes, we did find a body in the basement at the new restaurant, but it was only bones. I’m sure you’ve seen bones before, right?”
 
   “Right. At the museum.”
 
   “Well, there’s not much more to it. We’ve looked for clues about what happened to him, but there wasn’t much to go on.”
 
   “Was he murdered?” Mikey asked, somehow reminding me of one of the Hardy Boys. Although Chris wasn’t his biological father, there seemed to be a bit of him in my son.
 
   “It looks like it. It appears that someone hit him on the head.”
 
   “That’s what I thought. I mean, he probably didn’t dig a hole and then fall into it and die. Somebody must have put him there. And if he wasn’t murdered, then they would have just called the police or something.”
 
   “That’s a very good deduction, Mikey. You’d make a heck of a detective. Come see me when you’re a little older.”
 
   “Don’t put any ideas in his head,” I said. “Chris does enough deducting for both of them.”
 
   “Your husband sure looks familiar to me,” Janet said. “I wish I could place him. I’m assuming he’s never been in trouble with the law, right? I’m not linking the familiarity I feel about him to my job.”
 
   “Did you see the article about the body in today’s paper?”
 
   “Not yet. I haven’t had time to read the paper yet. Why?”
 
   “Oh, nothing. I’m sure you’ll figure out why he makes you feel like you’ve seen him before. It’ll come to you when you least expect it.”
 
   “He looks like – ”
 
   “Mikey, hush up. Let Janet figure out this mystery on her own.”
 
   I glanced in the rearview mirror and my son was grinning.
 
   “Okay, Mom.”
 
   Janet glanced from me to Mikey and looked perplexed. “Is this a challenge? You two seem to be getting quite a kick out of this.”
 
   “Yes, but it’s an easy challenge. You’ll feel silly when it finally dawns on you. Trust me on this one.”
 
   Most of the ride home was filled with childlike questions from Mikey about being a copper, uh, police officer. Janet answered his questions easily and seemed to enjoy talking to him. I liked her more all the time. And then things turned quiet. We all seemed to be talked out for the moment.
 
   As I pulled into the driveway, I noticed that Janet had an intent look on her face and she seemed to be ticking items off on her fingers. I watched her, curious about what she was thinking.
 
   “I’ve got it,” she said.
 
   “Got what?” Mikey asked.
 
   “I feel like the biggest dope on the face of the earth. And I call myself a detective. One of the other homicide detectives has mentioned your husband. I should have made the connection right away, especially given the way he talks. Rick Mason talked about Chris after that murder last year.”
 
   I grinned at her. “That’s when Chris and I met.”
 
   “They call him the Bogey Man, don’t they?”
 
   I laughed. “I call him that all the time. And, yes, so do other people.”
 
   “The resemblance is astonishing, but with him wearing modern, everyday clothes, it kind of threw me off.”
 
   “I knew it would come to you eventually.”
 
   The three of us headed into the house. After assuring me that he didn’t have any homework, Mikey took his things upstairs and headed out to join Chris and Don. Janet and I set the table before we wandered outside.
 
   “How are the dogs getting along?” I asked, looking at Don.
 
   “Humphrey Bogart,” Don replied.
 
   “Ask a silly question…” I smiled at him.
 
   He turned to Janet. “I can’t believe you didn’t see it right away. I mean, he’s the spitting image.”
 
   “I know, I know.” Janet grinned at her boyfriend. “I should have seen it. Actually, I did, but I couldn’t put my finger on who he resembled. I’ll have to tell Rick Mason who we had dinner with tonight. He’ll get a kick out of it.”
 
   Chris perked up at the mention of the name. “Rick Mason? You know Rick Mason? I’m surprised he remembers me.”
 
   “He seems to think you’re unforgettable,” Janet said. “I have a feeling that he’s probably right.”
 
   Chris excused himself to check on the ribs, and Don and Mikey went with him. Men seem to enjoy talking over the top of a barbeque grill. It’s a guy thing. Mikey was learning early, thanks to Chris.
 
   I turned to Janet and tried to be as nonchalant as possible. I couldn’t hold it in any longer. “So, Janet, what if Chris and I decided to look into Charles Blakely’s death? Would you have a problem with that? Would we be in your way?” I crossed my fingers behind my back like Mikey might do.
 
   “Honestly? This is being given a very, very low priority right now. We have a couple of high profile cases that we can’t ignore. There isn’t really much to go on, but you’re welcome to take a look at it. I take that back. I can’t condone a civilian getting involved. But I guess what I don’t know can’t hurt me. And there’s certainly no rule about you researching Blakely and that house. I can’t stop you from doing that.
 
   “But tell me, why do you want to investigate this case? Do you have a personal interest in it other than the house being the location for your new restaurant?”
 
   “Midge Meyers and her daughter asked us to look into it. They understand that, at least for now, no one is going to take a close look at Blakely’s death. Midge read about Chris’s involvement in that murder last year and thought maybe he could do something to help find out what happened.”
 
   “You talked to Midge and Pidge?” Janet, it turns out, is very good at stifling a laugh when all she wants to do is let loose. Her lips were quivering even as she spoke the two names. Of course, she’d met the women when she notified them of Blakely’s death. It seemed like there were a lot of things she wanted to laugh at, but she always held back. I wondered if it had to do with her job.
 
   I was not so talented and burst out laughing. “Yes,” I said, taking a deep breath, “they were here this morning. All three feet of them. And that’s combining their heights.”
 
   Janet couldn’t contain herself anymore and started to laugh. “They sure are little women, aren’t they? Like little China dolls.”
 
   “Little oddly named China dolls. Midge and Pidge?”
 
   Sometimes something can just hit you just right so that you laugh yourself silly over it. This was one of those times.
 
   Chris and Don walked over to see what we were laughing about. “What’s going on?” Chris asked.
 
   “Midge and Pidge. That’s what’s going on,” I replied, almost choking on their names.
 
   Chris looked at Don and asked, “What’s funny about them?”
 
   “Who cares?” Don asked. “I don’t get to see Janet laugh this hard very often. I like it. By the way, what are a midge and a pidge?”
 
   “Little teeny tiny women,” Janet said, “who want a murder solved. Oh, my goodness, we shouldn’t be making fun of them. They seemed like nice enough people.”
 
   “You’re right,” I said, starting to sober up. “I don’t know what set me off – their names, I guess. They were actually pleasant, and they just want to know what happened to their relative. And that’s not funny since he was murdered.”
 
   “You told Janet about our visitors this morning?” Chris looked surprised, even as he curled his upper lip under.
 
   The lip maneuver made Janet start to laugh all over again. “She did. And I have no problem with you and Pamela doing a little research.”
 
   Chris looked at me. He knew we’d be doing more than a little research if we could. I winked at him. It was time to keep our lips buttoned and dummy up. I didn’t want Janet putting the kibosh on our project.
 
   The rest of the afternoon was relatively quiet with two couples getting to know each other, and by late afternoon we were seated at the table gnawing on ribs. I put out lots of napkins and wet cloths.
 
   Janet shared a little information with us. They hadn’t found much at the house, but at least they had the wallet and the page from a letter. It turned out to be a letter that Blakely was writing to his sister.
 
   “Can you tell me what it said?” I asked over dinner.
 
   “Oh, these ribs are so good that they should be illegal,” Janet said, moaning. “It was only the beginning of the letter. He started out saying that things were turning around for him. Apparently he was having trouble finding a job, and it looked like he had a good prospect. He also said he was thinking about moving out of the boarding house. Oh, I forgot to tell you that the house was being used for a boarding house.”
 
   “Pidge told us about that,” I said.
 
   “Okay, well, Blakely said he was having a problem with someone at the house. He didn’t say what the problem was or who it was with because he never finished the letter. Other than that, we don’t have anything to go on.”
 
   Chris rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “So, we need to quit dopin’ off and get to work on this.”
 
   Janet raised her eyebrows and Chris saw it.
 
    “Dopin’ off means we’ve been asleep at the wheel. From what the Bobbsey Twins, Midge and Pidge told us this morning, it sounds like Blakely was probably a good Joe who got a raw deal.”
 
   “Where should we start?” I asked.
 
   Chris leaned back and rolled his lip again, while I rolled my eyes. Sometimes the Bogey Man could be a bit much, but then I was used to him. Janet and Don were eating it up, so I held my tongue.
 
   “I’d say we need to start with who owned the house while it was being used as a boarding house, don’t ya think?”
 
   “I agree,” Janet said. “Maybe you can find out who was living there; who the tenants were. You could sure save me a lot of time and energy. I’m assuming you will keep me updated, right?”
 
   “Of course,” I said. “And if you find out anything else, you’ll share with us, right?”
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “Pamela, to quote your son I’m a copper, and I have a job to do. I know I said this is low priority, but… Well, it’s not a game. It depends on the direction this takes. I hope you understand my position.”
 
   “I do. I might not like it, but I do.”
 
   Don sat quietly and took in our conversation before becoming involved. “I know I’m not a homicide detective, but I am a detective in the burglary division. I do a lot of research, and sometimes I waste a lot of time. Look at it this way, Janet. These people can do the legwork for you. With as little as you have to go on, if you solve this case you’re going to be walkin’ in tall cotton. They’ll feel fulfilled and you’ll be showing what a great job you can do. It’s a win-win situation, if you ask me.”
 
   “Yeah,” Mikey echoed. “Win-win.” I’d almost forgotten that my son was sitting with us and listening to everything. I hoped this wasn’t more fodder for his stories at school.
 
   Janet smiled at Don. “Have I told you lately what a smart man you are?” She touched the tips of her fingers to his cheek.
 
   Don put his arm around her and pulled her close.
 
   “Okay, starting tomorrow Pamela and I are on the case. Look out goons, and look out world. Here comes the Bogey Man. Oh, and his wife, of course.”
 
   I didn’t like being an afterthought. We’d discuss that later. I could see by Chris’s sheepish grin that he knew what I was thinking. We’d only been married for a little over a year, but we read each other like we’d been married forever. This was a good thing and it worked for us.


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
   When I arose the next morning, Chris was already seated at the computer downstairs in the spare bedroom doing research. He wasn’t going to let any grass grow under his feet, and neither was I.
 
   After I poured myself a cup of coffee, let the dogs outside and joined Chris, I peeked over his shoulder, taking a look at the screen. “Have you found anything yet?”
 
   “I have a feeling this is going to take some legwork. There’s so much available on the Internet, but not what I’m looking for; or maybe I just don’t know where to look. I thought about checking with the county assessor to find out who the previous owners of the house were. What do you think?”
 
   “That’s a good idea. I wonder if the Hall of Records might have something, too. Maybe we could even look at old rental ads in the newspaper. They should be available at the library. It would be a long shot, but – ”
 
   Chris interrupted me with his own thoughts. “Actually, I think back then they used to stick a For Rent sign in the yard and hope for the best.” Chris took my coffee cup out of my hand and took a sip after entering a new search on the computer.
 
   He was probably right. Things were different in the old days. Life was simpler and For Rent signs were hammered into the ground. Maybe a few ads went in the newspaper, but like I said, things were simpler. There were no freeways and there were a lot fewer people. Los Angeles was a different place. People weren’t in a rush all the time.
 
   I left him at the computer and poured myself another cup of coffee before I let the dogs back inside, thinking we needed to put in a doggie door. I saw that Chris had already fed them. We always brought their bowls inside at night, and they were now sitting on the back porch. He must have gotten up very early.
 
   It was time to wake up my son.
 
   “Watson, go get Mikey.”
 
   She barely glanced at me before bounding up the stairs, creating a ruckus. I could hear laughing and figured she was gently nipping at his toes. He’d told me that she always tickled his feet when she did that. The giggling finally ended and some grumbling could be heard. Since I was downstairs, I figured I was meant to hear it.
 
   By the time Mikey came down, I had breakfast on the table. “Go get your dad,” I said. “Tell him breakfast is ready.
 
   “Dad!” he yelled, leaning out of the kitchen doorway. “Come and get it.”
 
   “I could have done that, Mikey. Next time try actually walking down the hall to get him, for heaven’s sake.”
 
   “Yes, ma’am.” He plopped down in the chair and waited for Chris so we could all eat together.
 
   “So what’s up for today?” Mikey asked over a forkful of pancake that was dripping with syrup.
 
   I smiled. “Other than you going to school, not much. We’ll probably do some research, but you couldn’t help with that. If I know you, you’d rather sit and play computer games anyway. Besides, you’d be bored to tears.”
 
   “Yeah, you’re probably right. What kind of research?” He dipped another forkful of pancake in syrup.
 
   “We’re going to try to find out who used to own the restaurant.”
 
   “Does that mean you really are on the case? I thought you were just talkin’ through your hat last night. I was gonna double-dog-dare you to take the case, but now I don’t have to.” That boy really did watch too many old movies with Chris – although I wasn’t about to complain about his use of the forties slang. There were so many worse things he could say. Maybe we really were setting a good example for him.
 
   “Yes, we’re on the case, but I double-dog-dare you not to talk about it at school. Get my drift?”
 
   “Gotcha. Good breakfast, Mom. I looove pancakes.” He finished a glass of milk and leaned back in his chair, patting his stomach like he’d seen Chris do.
 
   “I know you do, son, and I love you.”
 
   “Ah, Mom. Don’t go gettin’ sappy on me.”
 
   I patted him on the head, figuring I could be just as sappy as I wanted, at least for a few more years.
 
   Chris sat quietly and ate his breakfast. I could see him trying to stifle a grin. “I’ll take Mikey to school this morning, Pamela. You take it easy.”
 
   I was speechless. No one ever told me to take it easy. This was a moment to end all moments. I stood up to take my plate to the sink, but stopped and kissed the top of Chris’s head first. My man, I thought, what a guy!
 
   In the middle of washing the dishes it struck me. This task wasn’t part of taking it easy. I rolled my eyes and glanced over my shoulder at my boys. They were sitting, heads together, making small talk.
 
   When Chris and Mikey left for school, I put the dogs outside and sat down at the computer, trying to do a search of my own. I didn’t have any better luck than Chris, so I pulled out the phone book and called the County Assessor’s Office. After listening to menus and punching in a lot of numbers, not to mention plenty of waiting, I finally reached a real live person. She was friendly, and I was off to a good start.
 
   “Good morning,” I said. “My husband and I bought an old house that we’re renovating into a restaurant. I wondered if you could tell me how to go about finding out who the previous owners were on the property.”
 
   “Do you have an address?” she asked.
 
   “I do,” and I read it to her.
 
   “I’m going to put you on hold while I see what I can find for you.”
 
   I heard Chris pull in the driveway, and when the front door opened I could hear him whistling.
 
   “Who are you talking to?” he asked, pulling a chair up next to me and rubbing his cheek against mine.
 
   “The County Assessor’s Office. She’s looking up the address for me.”
 
   Chris sat patiently while I waited. I was about to give up, thinking she’d forgotten me, when she came back on the line.
 
   She gave me a parcel number and said she would fax me some deed references, and said I’d need to take the information and check with the County Recorder. I should be able to find what I needed there.
 
   “I can’t thank you enough for your help,” I said. “I honestly didn’t think it would be this easy.”
 
   She laughed, but it wasn’t a sound of humor. “You’re only beginning. Check with the Recorder, and good luck. They’re pretty busy over there.”
 
   Chris and I decided to drive over to the Recorder’s Office and see if we could find any information. It was early, so maybe we would arrive ahead of the crowd. In Los Angeles, the county offices are always busy.
 
   We found only a short line waiting for us. Glory be! Unfortunately, the person at the head of the line took a long time. Fifteen minutes passed – then five more. Chris left me waiting while he went outside to get some air. I finally made it to the front of the line, only to have an older woman dash my hopes.
 
   “Fill out this form. We’ll get to it as we can,” she said. She had longish grey hair, held back from her face with a clip. Her mode of dress was severe, and she had the pinched lips of an uptight and cranky woman who was ready to retire and probably couldn’t. Okay, so I tend to make up scenarios to go with people’s appearances.
 
   “Isn’t there any way I can get the information today?” I asked.
 
   She frowned at me. “Not likely.”
 
   “Excuse me, doll,” the Bogey Man said, walking up beside me. He gave the woman his best Bogey smile before curling his top lip under, and leaned on the counter, making the encounter more personal.
 
   I stepped back and felt relief wash over me. This was a woman who would remember Bogey and hopefully respond positively.
 
   “My gal Friday here is doing some research for me. It’d really be ginger-peachy if you could give her the information she needs.” He reached for his wallet. “I could slip you a fin, if that would help.”
 
   She studied him for a moment, her rigid face softening and her lips unpursing, before shaking her head. “No need to slip me any money. I couldn’t take it anyway.”
 
   “Say, doll, has anyone ever told you you’ve got great blinkers?”
 
   She actually had small, rather rat-like eyes, but she fluttered her lashes the moment he mentioned them.
 
   That seemed to encourage Chris. “Here’s the deal. I’m on a case and I need this info asap, and I ain’t just whistlin’ Dixie. I’m kind of in a jam. Think you can help us?” He furrowed his brow and tried to look helpless. What a cornball – but it seemed to be working.
 
   “Oh, Mr. Bogart, sir, I think I can find just what you need,” the woman gushed, and I noticed Chris didn’t correct her when she called him Mr. Bogart. She had to know this wasn’t the famous movie star, but I wasn’t about to set her straight.
 
   “Be back in a tick,” she said, and turned away from us, walking over to a computer and typing on the keys.
 
   “You’re in a jam?” I whispered.
 
   “Hey! I could tell by her face that she was enjoying my act. I’m cookin’ with gas, so don’t rain on my parade.”
 
   “Okay, but if she hears you talk about rain on your parade, you may lose her. That’s probably not a forties phrase.”
 
   Chris narrowed his eyes at me before breaking into a grin.
 
   By the time we left the Recorder’s Office, we had all the information we needed. We knew who all of the previous owners were, and there weren’t that many. Chris had tipped an imaginary hat at the woman and told her not to take any wooden nickels when we left. He’d told her that she was aces in his book. She’d blushed.
 
   “You made that woman’s day, you know,” I said, while we walked to the car.
 
   “Ya think?”
 
   “I think. You’re a good man, Chris. You got the information and you made her feel good about herself. You do have a way with women. I’d be willing to bet you’re all she’ll talk about for the next week.”
 
    He held his hand out for me to slap, the more modern version of the High Five.
 
   We ate a quick lunch at In-N-Out, our favorite hamburger joint. The fries were aces, to quote Chris, and we used hamburger dressing instead of catsup. It really makes a difference, tasting something like Thousand Island dressing, and it comes in little packets. It made my day almost as much as finding the names of previous owners. The only thing that could make my lunch more perfect would be a chocolate dessert. I asked Chris to stop at a convenience store on the way home so I could pick up a candy bar. He did, bless his heart.
 
   Arriving home, we sat at the kitchen table and studied the list.
 
   “Here’s what we need right here,” I said, pointing to a name. “This woman owned the house during the time period we’re interested in. Do you think there’s any way to find her? There must be something we can do.”
 
   “Mildred Chance Murphy,” Chris read aloud. “If her name was just Mildred Murphy, it would probably be difficult. But with a middle name like Chance? That really narrows the field down. How many women do you think would have a moniker like Chance?”
 
   “Good point,” I said. “Do you think we could find something on the Internet?”
 
   “Let’s try it and see what happens.” Chris sat down and entered the name. Way too many entries for Mildred Murphy. Nothing that included the middle name of Chance.  He tried another search engine and found the same information. And then he did the unexpected. He picked up the phone book that I’d left out and turned to the Murphys. Having a duh moment, I wondered why I hadn’t thought of that.
 
   “Anything?” I asked.
 
   “There are only two Mildred Murphys listed. One is Mildred L. and the other is Mildred C. and John Murphy.” The look on Chris’s face spoke of possible triumph, and he appeared to be happy. He was so easily entertained.
 
   “Does this feel too easy?” I hoped this was the right Mildred C. and that she was still alive. I had no idea how old she might have been when she owned the boarding house.
 
   “Yes, but I’ll take it.” Chris picked up the telephone receiver and dialed the number in the book.
 
   “What are you going to say?”
 
   “I’ll wing it. I have no idea.”
 
   We waited while the phone rang at the other end. No one answered, but a machine picked up eventually. Chris left a message asking if either John or Mildred would please call him back about a 1920s house, and he left the address. At least, hopefully, whoever heard the message would understand it was business and not a nuisance call.
 
   “Now what?” I asked.
 
   “Isn’t it time to pick up Mikey?”
 
   I glanced at my watch. “We’ve got about half an hour.”
 
   The phone rang and we looked at each other. “Do you think it could be John or Mildred returning our call already?” I asked.
 
   It rang a second time.
 
   “It could be.”
 
   And a third time.
 
   “Well, answer the phone. The suspense is killing me.”
 
   “Poor choice of words, Pamela, at least in this instance. We are investigating a murder, you know.”
 
   I took control and picked up the receiver, forgetting to look at Caller ID.
 
    “Hello?”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
   As soon as I heard an unfamiliar male voice I put the phone on speaker so Chris could hear what was said.
 
   “Yes, this is John Murphy. I’m calling for Chris Cross. He left a message on my voicemail. Is he in?”
 
   “I’m here,” Chris said. “My wife and I have you on the speaker so that we can both hear you, if that’s okay.”
 
   “Certainly. You said you were looking for information about my aunt’s old house. What can I do for you? You know, she sold that house many years ago. I can’t imagine what you might need from me.”
 
   “It’s like this,” Chris said. “That property has been rezoned into a commercial area. We bought the property and we’re converting the house into a restaurant.”
 
   “I still don’t see what that has to do with my aunt.”
 
   It struck me that this man apparently hadn’t seen the article in the newspaper. He didn’t seem to know that a body had been found in the cellar at that particular address.
 
   “There was a slight complication, and it has to do with the time period when your aunt owned the house. We wondered, my wife and I, if we might be able to meet with her to ask a few questions.”
 
   “Such as?” Mr. Murphy sounded suspicious. I couldn’t blame him since total strangers wanted to meet with his aunt.
 
   I spoke up thinking that a woman’s voice might prove calming. “Our understanding is that at one time she ran a boarding house at the location in question. We’re hoping that she might be able to tell us something about the tenants who rented rooms from her. Do you think she could help us? I know it’s been a long time.”
 
   “And why do you need that information?” Mr. Murphy asked.
 
   I glanced at Chris and he nodded his head, so I forged ahead. “Mr. Murphy, the body of Charles Blakely was found in the cellar of the house. We believe he was one of the tenants, and there’s at least a slight possibility that one of the other tenants might have killed him. We’re hoping that your aunt might be able to supply us with a list of names.”
 
   After a long moment of silence, Mr. Murphy finally spoke up. “You say you found a body?”
 
   “Yes, sir. It appears the man was murdered.”
 
   “Murdered. And buried in my aunt’s basement?” He didn’t sound shocked as much as surprised. Of course, this crime had been committed many years ago.
 
   “Yes, sir.” I waited. He didn’t sound entirely like he believed me.
 
   “Are you sure it was my aunt’s house and not one of the neighboring houses? You’re positive you have the right address?”
 
   “Yes. There are no other houses there anymore, and we checked with the county to find out who the previous owners were. Your aunt owned the house during the time in question.”
 
   “The time in question. So you know when the man was murdered? How could you know that?”
 
   “There’s evidence that narrows down the time period,” Chris said.
 
   “Are you two with the police department?”
 
   “No, sir. Like I said, we’ve bought the property and house to turn into a restaurant. Relatives of the dead man have asked us to look into his death.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” the man said, “but I’m having trouble taking this in. Give me a moment to think.”
 
   We did.
 
   Finally I said, “Mr. Murphy, would it be possible to speak to your aunt?”
 
   He chuckled. “It depends on the day of the week, and please call me John. Mr. Murphy was my father.”
 
   “Excuse me? The day of the week?” Chris looked baffled.
 
   John sighed, softly. “My aunt lives in a retirement village now. I only left her name in the phone book because I still take care of business for her. She should probably live in an assisted living facility, but I’m trying to keep things as normal as possible for her. She still likes to cook her own breakfast and lunch, but the home feeds her dinner. She has… Well, she gets confused. She can’t remember what happened five minutes ago, but she can tell you what she had for Easter dinner fifty years ago.” He chuckled again. “She can also remember every person who ever slighted her and just what they said or did. I think it’s part of the aging process. Her mood and her memory change almost daily. I don’t want anyone to upset her. You understand, don’t you?”
 
   “I do,” I said. “I had a grandparent with similar problems.”
 
   “So you know how to deal with this kind of issue?” He almost sounded hopeful. “I’d like to help you, but she can’t be pushed. It confuses her more when people push her. However, she does seem to get excited if she talks about the days when she ran the boarding house. It must hold happy memories.”
 
   “Yes, I do know how to talk to people in her condition. And I wouldn’t dream of pushing her. I can be gentle, especially with older folks. Do you think we could at least give it a try?” I looked at Chris and raised my eyebrows in question.
 
   He shrugged his shoulders.
 
   “If you don’t mind, I’d like some time to think about this. Maybe I’ll run over there and try to talk to her – see if she’s receptive. Can I get back to you?”
 
   “Certainly,” Chris said. “We’ll wait to hear from you. And thank you for talking to us. The man’s family really wants to know what happened to him. I’d like to help them if I can.”
 
   John was quiet again before saying, “I’ll either call you this evening or tomorrow.  Will that suffice?”
 
   “Absolutely,” I said. “We look forward to hearing from you.”
 
   After hanging up, Chris and I looked at each other. “What did you think?” Chris asked. “You did some pretty fancy footwork when you talked about your experience with seniors.”
 
   “Thanks. I try.  I was being honest with him because my grandmother was in the same condition his aunt is. I spent a lot of time with her.”
 
   I remembered my grandmother fondly, even after she lost her way – mentally.
 
   “He sounded surprised to me,” I said. “Do you think he recognized Blakely’s name? It didn’t seem to spark anything.”
 
   “You may be right. The name didn’t faze him, but the idea of a dead body sure got his attention.”
 
   “Okay,” I said, “at least we have a starting point. If we can talk to Mildred, maybe we can learn something. If her memory of the past is as good as her nephew says, then maybe she’ll recall if there were any problems between the tenants.”
 
   “Yeah, if it was a problem big enough to cause murder, you’d think that would stick in her mind.” Chris sounded optimistic.
 
   I glanced at my watch.  “It’s time to pick up Mikey.”
 
   “I’ll go,” Chris offered.
 
   “I’ll come with you. Maybe on the way home we’ll stop for a soft drink or something. I was going to say stop for ice cream, but not before dinner.”
 
   “So we’ll stop and have a soft drink and buy some ice cream for dessert. How’s that for a compromise?”
 
   “Works for me, as long as it’s chocolate.”
 
   When we pulled up in front of the school, the afternoon bell was ringing and kids came tumbling out of doors like a herd of wild elephants.
 
   I watched for Mikey, but I couldn’t see him. And then the unthinkable happened. He came walking out with Mrs. Stanhope, and neither one of them appeared happy.
 
   “Now what?” I could only imagine what he’d done this time. More dead body talk? There hadn’t been anything new in the newspaper for the kids to pick up on.
 
   The two approached the car and Mrs. Stanhope mimed rolling down the window. She was on my side and I dutifully pushed the button to lower it. Mikey opened the rear door and climbed into the car, taking his time about hooking up his seatbelt.
 
   “Is there a problem?” I asked.
 
   “This whole dead body issue is becoming, well, an issue,” Mrs. Stanhope replied. “I found several students playing what they called ‘Detective and Bad Guy’ during the lunch period.”
 
   “‘Detective and Bad Guy?’” Chris asked, leaning across me so he could see Mrs. Stanhope.
 
   “Yes, Mr. Cross. And it appeared that your Michael was in charge.”
 
   “I wasn’t, Mom,” Mikey said from the backseat. “Danny started it, I promise.”
 
   “Okay, so who’s to blame here? Mikey or Danny?” I asked. “And exactly what were they doing?”
 
   “They were pretending to find a murderer. One of the children was lying on the ground, acting like a victim, and the rest of the children were looking for clues.” Mikey’s teacher sounded incensed that children would play a game of this nature. To my way of thinking, it was no different than Cowboys and Indians or playing soldier, but what did I know?
 
   “Did they reenact the crime?” Chris asked.
 
   “No, but – ”
 
   “So there was no murder, just the part about looking for clues.”
 
   “Yes, but you know the no tolerance policy that – ”
 
   Chris put on his no-nonsense Bogey face. “Then I don’t see a problem. They weren’t pretending to kill each other. They were only trying to solve a crime. And by solving a crime, they were doing a good thing, not a bad thing.”
 
   Mrs. Stanhope looked perplexed. Chris had a point, and yet he didn’t.
 
   “What was Mikey’s part in all of this?”
 
   “He was making up the clues,” Mrs. Stanhope replied. “Well, to be fair, he and Danny were making up the clues.”
 
   “May I make a suggestion?” I said. “Why don’t you invite a real detective to come and talk to the class, or maybe the whole school? I know a terrific detective who’d probably be more than happy to help out. I’ll give you her name and number, and she can come show these kids that detecting isn’t a game, but a real life job – and not an easy one, at that.” I held my breath, knowing in my heart that Mrs. Stanhope wouldn’t take a proactive stance on this problem.
 
   “Say, babe, that’s a great idea,” Chris said. “I like that.”
 
   Mrs. Stanhope looked skeptical. “Well, I don’t know about – ”
 
   “Trust us,” Chris said. “If you want the kids to know the real skinny, and if you want them to know it’s hard work, try the idea out. Talk to your principal about it. We’d be more than willing to help in any way we can.”
 
   I swung my head toward Chris and gave him the are you out of your mind look.
 
   “That’s a way cool idea,” Mikey piped up from the backseat.
 
   I rolled my eyes and resigned myself to the inevitable. I began to wonder if there would ever be a day in Mikey’s life when there wouldn’t be an issue at school. Things had been so quiet until this school year.
 
   I turned my head toward Mrs. Stanhope and talked over my shoulder to Mikey. “Do you have any homework tonight?” It never hurts to sound like you just might be on the teacher’s side, and in all honestly I was to a point.
 
   “Yes, ma’am, I do. And there’s a lot of it.”
 
   Mrs. Stanhope smiled. Now we were in her territory and she had the upper hand.
 
   “Then let’s go home so you can get started,” I said.
 
   I turned toward the teacher. “We’ll talk to Mikey about this when we get home, but please, think about my idea. It couldn’t hurt, and maybe if the kids understand what detecting is really all about, it might make a difference. Besides, you and I both know that by this time next week they’ll have moved on to something else. You know kids.”
 
   “Indeed I do,” she said, turning and walking away from the car.
 
   The ride home was relatively quiet until Mikey said, “Thanks for sticking up for me, you guys.”
 
   “You’re welcome, but how about spending a few quiet days at school,” Chris said. “Let things die down a little. They do mean what they say about no tolerance. You’re just lucky that Mrs. Stanhope is being so nice about this.”
 
   “Your dad’s right,” I said. “You might want to apologize to her tomorrow and keep things low key for a while.”
 
   “Okay.” His voice held no penitence, but I knew he’d say he was sorry without too much pushing.
 
   “Now, Mikey, understand that this isn’t a reward, but we’re going to stop and buy some ice cream for dessert tonight. We’d decided to do that before this happened.” I wanted him to know that I didn’t reward bad behavior, but he hadn’t really done anything so wrong in my opinion.
 
   My son seemed to perk up. “I understand.” He tapped me on the shoulder. “Chocolate, right?”
 
   Did my son know me or what?
 
   “I wonder if John Murphy will call us tonight.” Chris had obviously drifted away from our conversation.
 
   “Who’s John Murphy?” Mikey asked.
 
   “His aunt used to own the old house,” I replied.
 
   “We’re going to see if we can talk to her,” Chris added.
 
   “Cool! Your first real clue.” Mikey listened to everything we said, and we needed to remember that.
 
   “Little pitchers have big ears,” I said quietly, hoping Chris would change the subject.
 
   “Yep, our first real clue.”
 
   So much for changing the subject. “Dummy up, would ya?”
 
   “Oh,” Chris said, looking sheepish. “Sorry.”
 
   The phone never rang that night, even though I kept willing it to make some noise. There was always tomorrow. Who knew what it might hold?
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
   After a discussion about our son’s behavior, Chris left to take Mikey to school. The dogs had been fed and the breakfast dishes were done when the phone finally rang.
 
   “Hello?” I couldn’t wait to find out if Mildred would meet with Chris and me or not. I hoped John Murphy had good news.
 
   “Pamela, this is Sharon Stone. Why didn’t you tell me about Mitzy and Bitzy? You’re holding out on me. In fact, you lied to me.”
 
   My hackles were up in a flash, and I didn’t correct the names to Midge and Pidge. “Who do you think you are? I don’t owe you any kind of an explanation. My business is none of your business. How did you find out about them anyway?”
 
   “Davey told me, so don’t you deny it.”
 
   “Exactly what did Davey tell you?” I didn’t want to slip and say something if she didn’t really know much.
 
   “He told me that they came to see you yesterday. He said that Chris told him about them and that they want anything of their uncle’s that you might find at that house. Have you found something? Are you holding out on me?”
 
   “No. Is that all you want?” I asked.
 
   “Is there more?” Sharon sounded suspicious.
 
   “Of course not,” I lied. “We told them we’d keep our eyes open while we work on the restaurant.”
 
   “Are you sure that’s all?”
 
   “I’m sure. Didn’t I say we’d share information with you?” I couldn’t remember if we’d actually said that or not.
 
   “Well, okay, but keep me in the loop like you promised. Don’t forget, Pamela, I’ll be writing a story about your restaurant, and you surely want it to be a stellar one. I’ll do what I said and write good things as long as you hold up your end of the bargain.”
 
   “Of course we will.” Not liking her threat, I changed the subject before I said something that would cause her to write a horror story about the food or entertainment. I didn’t want her to belabor the dead body either. “So, how are you and Big D getting along? It sounds like you’ve been seeing a lot of him.”
 
   “Oh, we’ve been out every night since I met him. He’s such a sweetheart. And he’s so handsome. Sometimes I have to pinch myself to make sure I’m not just having a great dream. You know how it is because of Chris and all.”
 
   As with Mikey, Sharon was easy to distract – thankfully. We talked for a few more minutes before I managed to get off the phone. I was thinking of Sharon and shaking my head when the phone rang again.
 
   “Hello?”
 
   “Mrs. Cross? This is John Murphy.”
 
   “Good morning, John. I was hoping you’d call. Have you had a chance to talk to your aunt?” I figured I might as well jump right in.
 
   “Yes, I drove over and saw her yesterday evening. Is your husband there? I thought maybe I could talk to you both at the same time.”
 
   “He took our son to school. He should be back soon. If you want to tell me what you found out, I’d be happy to pass along the information.”
 
   I heard Chris pull into the driveway.
 
   “Oh, wait. I hear him coming now. While we’re waiting, did she seem receptive to talking to us?”
 
   I heard the front door open and close, and turned, motioning Chris to join me. He raised his eyebrows in question.
 
   “Actually, she seemed quite lucid yesterday, and she liked the idea of having visitors, no matter what the reason. She’s really a good old gal.” John sounded a little surprised about his aunt’s attitude.
 
   “Chris is here now. Let me put the phone on the speaker again.” I mouthed the name John so Chris would know who was on the phone.
 
   I pushed the speaker button, and Chris said, “I’m here. I’m hoping you have good news for us.”
 
   “Actually, I do. I was just telling your wife that Aunt Mildred seemed rather taken with the idea of having guests. I didn’t tell her about the body though, only that you want to talk to her about when she ran the boarding house. I explained that you’re converting the house into a restaurant and she was quite interested.”
 
   I smiled. “She may be even more interested when she finds out that our restaurant has a 1940s theme. We’ll have a band playing music from that era along with dancing, in addition to great food.” Always wear a smiley face when talking to a potential customer. It never hurts to keep a bright light shining on the business.
 
   John was quiet for a moment. “I know. In addition to visiting with my aunt, I checked you out. I found out that your other restaurant burned down and I wondered if the new one would have the same theme. I guess it will from what you’ve told me.”
 
   “Absolutely,” Chris said. “It seems like people are so nostalgic these days, and our other place was quite popular – even with the younger generation.” Chris was proud of the fact that we drew a young crowd along with an older group.
 
   “I told my aunt about your endeavor and she said that she’d like to visit for dinner one night after you open. I was quite surprised. That’s the first time in a long time that I’ve heard her express a desire to go anywhere.”
 
   “I’m sure we can live up to her expectations,” I said. “Do you have any idea about when we can visit with her?”
 
   “Would this afternoon be too soon?” John asked. “She seemed anxious to meet you and share her stories.”
 
   “The sooner, the better,” Chris said. “I’d like to start checking into the boarders as quickly as possible. Considering when your aunt ran the boarding house, we may not be able to locate everyone. Some may have already died, and others have probably moved out of the area. At any rate, they’d all be up in years by now.”
 
   “Yes, you may be right.” John sounded thoughtful. “I was young at the time, but I do recall visiting Aunt Mildred and meeting a couple of the gentlemen. At least two of them were old at the time, so you can probably write them off. There were only a couple of women who lived there, and they didn’t stay long. It was mostly men. Aunt Mildred said that men seemed the easiest to get along with, not that there was anything wrong with the women.”
 
   “How long did your aunt run the boarding house?” I asked. I wondered how many names we’d be dealing with once she gave us a list, or if she could even remember everyone.
 
   “She opened the house up to boarders around 1940, and then sold the place around 1950 or 1951. So it was maybe ten years. By the way, there’s something I didn’t mention yesterday that might help. Aunt Mildred has a memory box.”
 
   “A memory box?” I wondered how that might help us.
 
   “Yes. She calls it a memory box, but it’s actually a few cartons of items. She kept exceptionally detailed records while running the boarding house, and she believes she’s kept the ledgers. She might even have a few photographs of various tenants. Some of them had no one and they became almost like a family while they lived in her house.”
 
   I felt my heart skip a beat. “Oh, my gosh! You have no idea how much that would help us in our investigation.”
 
   “So you really are investigating the murder?” John asked.
 
   “It’s unofficial, but yes,” Chris said. “We are looking into Charles Blakely’s death at the request of his relatives.”
 
   “Well, if my aunt’s state of mind is as sharp today as it was yesterday, she may have a wealth of information for you.”
 
   “Did she ask why we were interested in the boarding house?” Chris asked.
 
   “No. She seemed to assume it was simple curiosity because of opening the restaurant in her old home.”
 
   We talked for a moment longer before John gave us the address of the retirement village where Mildred lived. It wasn’t too far from the restaurant location. He said he’d see us there at three o’clock because he wanted to meet us in person, and he thought his aunt would take more kindly to us if he was there.
 
   We hung up and I called Constance, asking her if she could pick up Mikey from school.  She agreed and said she would take him home with her until we were done. Things were working out nicely.
 
   “Chris, I’ll say a prayer and you cross your fingers that Mildred is in good shape today. I’m hoping she’ll share some revelations with us.” I was the praying one in our family, and Chris trusted everything to luck, although he didn’t seem to mind if I sent up a prayer on his behalf from time to time. Mikey and I went to church on Sundays, and Chris kept saying that one day he’d join us. I hoped he would.
 
   We took care of our normal daily chores around the house and played with Sherlock and Watson before driving over to the new restaurant to see how Big D was doing. I watched for Sharon’s car, not wanting to run into her, and told Chris about my conversation with her while we traveled.
 
   Her car wasn’t there, but neither was Big D’s truck. We stopped anyway to see if he was making much headway. We’d been there about thirty seconds when he pulled up behind our car, honking his horn.
 
   “Hey, Big D,” Chris said. “How’re you doing?”
 
   Davey started unloading material from the back of his truck. “I’m doin’ good. I had to go buy some material for the job. The guys are at lunch, but they should be back any minute. I’d like you to come around to the back so I can show you something. I have a surprise for you, Pamela.”
 
   Davey had a crew that had been with him for a long time. He was one of the lucky ones. Most contractors had employees come and go on a regular basis. This crew worked hard for Big D and he reciprocated by treating them well. They knew they had it made with him and stuck around, making Driscoll Construction one of the more reliable companies in the area. Most of the crew was at another location working on a new house, but a couple had come over to our place to work.
 
   We followed our gentle giant around the side of the house and on back to the rear of the place. I wondered what his surprise could possibly be.
 
   “This is for you, Pammy.” He flung his arm out like a model showing off a new car, looking proud. He’d fenced off a portion of the backyard with decorative wrought iron panels, right behind where my office would be located. 
 
   “I hate to sound stupid, but what’s this for? I mean, I like it, but what’s it for?” I asked, mentally scratching my head.
 
   “Your dogs,” he replied, sounding like maybe I really was dumb. “You can still bring them to work with you when you want to and they’ll have a place to go. You won’t have to worry about the health inspector or them being stuck in a burning building.”
 
   I surprised myself by tearing up. “Oh, Big D,” I said, throwing my arms around his neck. “That’s one of the nicest things anyone’s ever done for me.” Actually, I had to grab his shirt and pull him down so I could hug him. He’s so doggoned tall.
 
   “Seeing those tears makes it worth it,” he said. “I know how nuts you are about your pooches. And, look. I can put in a basketball hoop and a picnic table if you want them. Mikey can play out here, too. Maybe you could put a cot or something in your office and on weekends he could be here instead of with a babysitter.”
 
   Chris grabbed Davey’s hand and shook it. “You’re okay,” he said. That was about as close to a compliment as these two ever paid each other.
 
   I reached up and patted Big D’s back. “Yeah, you’re okay, pal.”
 
   He looked a little embarrassed. “So what are you two up to today?”
 
   “Not much,” I said, giving Chris a warning look. I didn’t want Sharon to know where we were going. “Just thought we’d drive by and see how much progress you’ve made.”
 
   Big D took us on a tour of the restaurant. Things were moving along fairly quickly, and we could see changes already. I was impressed.
 
   “I’ll be taking out those bookcases tomorrow so we can enlarge your archway. This job isn’t going to take too long. You’ve picked out your kitchen appliances, haven’t you?” Big D asked. “I gave Chris the measurements to work with so you could pick out what you need.”
 
   “We’ve ordered everything,” Chris replied. “I was able to find a store that would work within our budget.”
 
   “Something else you’re going to want to think about,” Big D said. “Your business sign. I’ll take care of it for you, but you need to come up with a design, and let me know what kind of sign you want.”
 
   I grinned at Chris. “I’m thinking maybe a great big wooden sign that we can stick in the front yard like an old For Rent sign.”
 
   “I like that idea,” Chris said. “I like it a lot. We’ll have a spotlight shining on it. We’ll have to think about a logo though.”
 
   I glanced at my watch. “We’d better get moving, Chris. We’ve got places to go and things to do.”
 
   “Okay, cupcake. We’ve done enough eyeballin’ for one day. Big D seems to have things well in hand. Everything is jake around here.”
 
   Davey sighed. “You bet it’s good. Driscoll Construction does excellent work, as you well know.”
 
   “Okay, okay. I know you do.” Chris held his hands up as though giving up and giving in. His friend had reminded him not to take the work for granted.
 
   The crew had returned from lunch so we stopped and spoke to them for a moment, and finally made our getaway. Mildred’s retirement village was only about half an hour from the restaurant, if traffic was good. If it wasn’t, we’d be late.
 
   I couldn’t wait to grill the old lady, to put it in Chris’s words. In my own words, I couldn’t wait to meet Mildred and talk to her about the good ol’ days. And hopefully come up with something helpful in the process – like the name of a potential killer.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Sixteen
 
    
 
   Traffic was light and we arrived a few minutes early. The buildings were made up of very small apartments. John had told us that they were all one bedroom with a bathroom, a small living room and very tiny kitchen. There was a recreation room where everyone got together for dinner in the evening, or played bingo or cards when they felt like it. If they didn’t feel like joining the group, then someone would deliver their evening meal to their room. A few of the tenants still cooked their own dinner, but not many. It sounded like a good arrangement to me. It was a step away from an assisted living facility and allowed the tenants to retain their privacy and remain independent, to a point.
 
   We looked for Building 4, and finding it, we parked in front. Apartment 2, Mildred’s home, was located to the right, with apartments 3 and 4 in the rear. It was a square made up of four units.
 
   I knocked on the door, wondering what to expect, thinking I’d find a little old lady with permed white hair and glasses perched on the end of her nose.  I had an elderly friend named Dolly who fit that description. Maybe I was thinking of seniors in generic terms. I figured I’d find a woman whose eyes were filled with confusion. I was prepared to explain who we were and why were there.
 
   The door opened wide and we were greeted by a tall, slender woman of indeterminate age, maybe in her late seventies. Her hair was dyed a dark blonde and done up in a ponytail with tendrils on her neck and at the sides of her face. She was wearing tight capri-length white pants with a long-sleeved, loose flowered blouse, and dangly gold earrings hung from her long earlobes. She wore make-up, flawlessly applied, except maybe she had on a bit too much blush. And she was barefooted.
 
   “Close your mouth, Pamela,” Chris whispered.
 
   I did.
 
   “Mildred Murphy?” I asked. I figured we must have the wrong apartment.
 
   “Yes, dear. You must be the people my nephew told me about.” She stepped back and swung her arm toward the living room, inviting us in. “Please, come in. John will be a few minutes late.”
 
   John had made her sound like a frail old woman, but that wasn’t what I was seeing. She didn’t sound the least bit senile, although she did have the voice of an aging woman. Maybe we’d caught her on a good day. I looked closer as I walked past her. Her face wasn’t too awfully wrinkled, but her neck and hands gave her away. She was older than my first impression had led me to believe.
 
   “I’m Pamela Cross,” I said, “and this is my husband, Chris.”
 
   “My, but you do look familiar,” Mildred said, openly staring at Chris.
 
   “I have one of those faces.” He gave her his Bogey grin.
 
   “Ah, yes. I can see it. You look like Humphrey Bogart, one of my favorite actors. I’ll bet you hear that a lot.”
 
   “Yes, ma’am, I do. May I call you Mildred?”
 
   “No, sir, you may not. You may call me Chance. I’ve always hated the name Mildred. It’s so old-fashioned, and not at all a becoming name. When people call me Mildred, it makes me feel like I belong on a farm. Or selling clothes to old women at a dress shop.”
 
   “Well, Chance,” I said, “it’s a pleasure to meet you. I do think Chance suits you better than Mildred.”
 
   “Oh, my dear, we’re going to get along just famously. I can tell that already.” She never took her eyes off Chris while she spoke to me.
 
   It was true. The name Mildred didn’t fit her appearance. Chance was the perfect name for her with what appeared to be a flamboyant personality and her demeanor.
 
   She turned to Chris. “I simply can’t take my eyes off of you, uh, Chris was it? You are the spitting image of someone I’ve admired for many years.”
 
   “So I’ve been told.”
 
   “Now, I understand you and your wife want to discuss the old boarding house with me. Is that correct? Well, have I got stories I can tell you! Those were some pretty wild years – oh my, yes.”
 
   I wanted to get right down to business. Something about the way she was staring at Chris annoyed me. “We’re particularly interested in who your tenants were. Your nephew said he thought you still had your old ledgers with the tenants’ names in them?”
 
   She turned a sly grin in my direction. “I might. What’s it worth to you?”
 
   My mouth opened but no words came out for a moment. “I beg your pardon?” What could she expect from us?
 
   “Just joking, darling, but I am curious about why you want the names. My old boarders shouldn’t have anything to do with your new restaurant, right? So why on earth would you want their names?”
 
   The door opened and John walked in, giving his aunt a peck on the cheek before joining us. “I heard that last question, Auntie. I guess I should have told you what’s going on when I was here yesterday, but I wasn’t sure how you’d handle it.”
 
   John wasn’t what I’d expected either. Tall and slender, like his aunt, he looked like he’d just stepped off a page of a fashion magazine. He was an older man, maybe in his late fifties to early sixties, but definitely a classy looking guy with his silver hair and mustache. He had almost a James Bond appearance. Suave, as they say.
 
   Chris stood up and introduced himself and shook John’s hand. “We were asking your Aunt Chance about the names of her tenants before you arrived.”
 
   John appeared amused. “Aunt Chance? Yes, she does like to use that name from time to time.”
 
   “So, dear, tell me what this is all about?” Chance’s voice sounded softer and weaker as she spoke to John, and her face took on a less sure, more confused, expression. She seemed to sink into herself a little. “Why do these people need my boarders’ names?”
 
   I wondered if she was putting on an act or if she actually changed gears that fast.
 
   “First, how are you feeling today?” John asked. “Did you have a good night’s sleep?”
 
   Chance’s voice grew stronger. “I had a good night, and now I want to know what’s going on. Would someone please tell me before I have a stroke, right here in front of all of you?”
 
   John laughed. “Sounds to me like you did have a good night. They found a dead body in the basement of your old house,” he said bluntly.
 
   Chance looked shocked. “Oh. Well. Um, other people have owned that house since I did. Why would you seek me out about this?” She sounded defensive.
 
   I took the reins at that point. “It seems to be quite clear that the man was killed during the time you owned the house. We thought you could supply us with the names we need, and maybe remember if any of your tenants had problems with each other.”
 
   “Are you the police? You sure don’t look like policemen.” Chance leaned forward and studied us closely, eyes narrowed. I noticed that she still used mascara. I had to correct myself when I noticed that she was actually wearing false eyelashes. One of them was crooked.
 
   “No,” Chris said, “we’re not the police. The family of the man who was killed has asked us to look into this.”
 
   “And who was killed?” Chance asked, settling back in her chair. “I’d like to know just who was buried in my basement.”
 
   “Charles Blakely was buried in your cellar and we’re trying to find out why, which is the reason we’re here asking questions.” Chris sounded short on patience. I couldn’t understand why.
 
   “Charles Blakely?” Chance had a faraway look in her eyes and her voice softened. “I always wondered what happened to him. He owed me a month’s rent when he disappeared. I never could figure that one out. He seemed so dependable. And now you say he was murdered and buried in my basement?”
 
   “That’s right,” John said. “Now you know what this is all about. Are you okay? Do you need a glass of water or anything?” His voice was soft and caring, which surprised me since he’d been so blunt about the stiff in the cellar. He reached over and placed his hand on top of hers, patting it gently.
 
   She seemed to shrivel into herself, and she lowered her head.
 
   “Give her a few minutes,” John said. “She drifts off to sleep at the oddest times, especially if she’s upset. I had no idea she’d remember the murdered man. I should have known though, because not much used to get past her. It’s only lately…”
 
   He was right about her sleeping. I heard a faint intake of breath and then a loud snore. 
 
   I turned to John. “May I ask how old your aunt is?”
 
   Chance’s head popped up. “It’s rude to ask about a woman’s age, my dear.”
 
   I laughed. “I’m sorry, but I thought you’d fallen asleep.”
 
   She grinned. “I’m 90 years old and proud of it!”
 
   This time when my mouth dropped open no amount of prodding from Chris could close it. “Ninety! I can’t believe it. You look so good! You must have been just a child when you ran the boarding house.”
 
   She grinned. “I was. I was only nineteen when my parents bought me that house. They had money, you know. Now the money is all mine, and someday it will go to John. Anyways, they wanted me to earn my own living. They were ahead of their time,” she said proudly. “Actually, they wanted me to find a job and live in the house, but I thought, ‘What the heck, I’ll use the house to make my way.’ I could cook and clean, and it was the war years. Things were tough and people needed me and my home.”
 
   “So you turned it into a boarding house,” Chris said, sounding more patient than he had a moment ago. “How many tenants did you have at a time?”
 
   “Three – sometimes four. There used to be a garage on the lot that I turned into living quarters. It burned down when one of the boarders fell asleep. He’d been smoking in bed. He got out before the garage burned down though.”
 
   “How did your tenants get along with each other?” I asked. “Were there ever any problems?”
 
   “Oh, my, yes. Charles and another gentleman, whose name escapes me at the moment, were always bickering. I don’t think it was bad enough to cause a murder though. And then I once had two women there at the same time. They were jealous women and argued all the time. I finally had to ask one of them to move on.” She laughed. “They both moved out and rented an apartment together.” She stopped talking and appeared thoughtful. I wondered if she was looking into the past.
 
   “Ah! I remember. The other boarder was Smokey Joe Turner.” She paused. “No, that was the one who burned down my garage, but it’ll come to me. The name of the one who argued with Charles, I mean.”
 
   “Auntie, where would the box with your ledgers be? We can find more names there, I would assume.” John stood up, apparently ready to find the box in question.
 
   “It’s in that storage shed I rented, up the street,” Chance replied, turning her face up to look at her nephew. “Why don’t you go fetch it while we visit?”
 
   “Give me the key and I’ll go right now.”
 
   Chance pointed to a bowl on the small breakfast bar that divided the living room and kitchen. “All of my keys are in that bowl. It should be marked.”
 
   While they were discussing which key was for the storage unit, I turned to Chris and smiled. “This is turning into an interesting afternoon. If you’d seen Chance on the street, would you have ever believed she’s ninety?”
 
   “No. She’s held up extremely well. She must have had something done to her face though. Don’t ya think?”
 
   “Hard to say. Some women have good skin and look good no matter how old they are. I mean, she is wrinkled, but not as much as one would expect. And can you believe she’s still dying her hair at her age? I can’t blame her though. Why go down without a fight? She’s definitely a walking advertisement for taking care of yourself.”
 
   “I do wish she’d quit staring at me though,” Chris whispered. “It’s disconcerting.”
 
   That explained why he’d sounded impatient with her. He was uncomfortable.
 
   Chance turned back to us and John walked out the door. “He shouldn’t be gone for too long. The storage place is only a couple of blocks away, and I told him exactly what to look for. When I moved in here I put all of my belongings, except for what you see, in storage. I just didn’t have the heart to get rid of everything.
 
   “Now, let me ponder this some. I can see the boarders’ faces in my mind, but I’m having some trouble with the names. I know the women were Esther and Adele, but of course I can’t remember their last names.”
 
   “Don’t push yourself,” I said. “Your nephew will be back with the ledgers before long and from what he told me earlier, the names should be in there.”
 
   “Over time I had a lot of boarders,” Chance said, tapping her temple as she spoke. “Too many to remember all of their names at the moment. People moved in and out all the time, except for a few who stayed for some length of time. Charles had been there for about a year, if memory serves, when he ran off – or at least I thought he ran off.”
 
   Chris’s cell phone rang and he excused himself to take the call outside.
 
   Chance and I talked a little girl talk, although frankly, she didn’t seem that good at it.
 
   She sighed. “I never had any female friends,” she explained. “For some reason, women were always jealous of me. I was a knockout when I was young, you know.” I suddenly realized why I’d felt annoyed when we first started talking. She’d been flirting with Chris. She hadn’t been merely staring at him because of his resemblance to the real Bogey. I reminded myself that she was ninety and stifled a giggle.
 
   “I’m sure you were. I can see it even now.”
 
   “Would you like some tea, dear?”
 
   “I’d love some, thank you.”
 
   Chance stood up, appearing fairly agile, and headed for her kitchen. Actually it was more of a kitchenette; small but functional.
 
   Chris returned and said the call had been from Big D. “He asked if we could come by the house in the morning. He says he’s found something that we might be interested in.”
 
   “Well, if he’s found anything of mine, let me know.” Apparently there wasn’t much wrong with Chance’s hearing.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Seventeen
 
    
 
   “Did Big D say what he found?” I asked. “I’m assuming it must have to do with Blakely or I don’t think he would have made a special call.”
 
   “No, he didn’t say, but he had a lot going on, if the background noise was any indication.”
 
   Chance brought the tea and cups out on a tray, serving us as though she had tea parties on a regular basis. “I’ve always preferred a good cup of tea to coffee,” she said. “I love the smell of coffee, but I never could develop a taste for it.”
 
   There was no coffee table, so she set the tray on an end table and poured, passing us each a cup and saucer.
 
   “How about telling us some of your stories?” Chris suggested, sticking out his pinkie and sipping from the small cup. “You said you had all kinds of wild tales.”
 
   Chance studied him for a moment before sighing. “You look like Humphrey, but you sure don’t sound like him.”
 
   That’s all it took. After curling his upper lip under and pulling on his ear lobe, Chris was off and running. “Okay, doll, here’s the deal. We found a stiff at your old flophouse, and now we’re gonna do some fancy footwork to figure out who sent this guy home feet first. See? We’re gonna be eyeballin’ anyone who was on the scene, and we’ll be playin’ hardball. See? The stiff could’a been a good Joe, or he might have been a gensel. Either way, it doesn’t matter. See? My gun moll and me, we’re gonna put the heat on, and someone – ”
 
   Chance watched Chris closely while he spoke, a look of longing on her face. I felt uncomfortable again. My heart was telling me that she was just an old woman, but my mind was telling me that she was used to men responding to her. At the very least that was probably what it was like at one time. Old habits die hard.
 
   “Uh, Bogey Man, maybe you’re coming on a bit strong,” I interrupted. “I’m not a gun moll and I don’t know that we’ll be playing hardball. See?”
 
   “Oh, yeah. Guess I got carried away.” He turned to Chance. “Sorry.”
 
   She was leaning forward in her chair and grinning like the Cheshire cat. “Oh, I loved it. Do it some more, would you?”
 
   “No, I don’t think so. How’s about you tell us a couple of your stories.”
 
   “Well, I was going to wait for my nephew, but I guess we can go ahead. I wonder what’s taking him so long.”
 
   “One of my questions would be, how did you get away with running a boarding house at so young an age?” I would think that could have been a problem for her. “If I were your mother, I would have worried about the men trying to take advantage of you.”
 
   “I told everyone who rented from me that I was married and my husband had been sent overseas. They thought I was running the boarding house to support myself until my hubby came home. It kept the men at a distance because I told them what a big bruiser my husband was, and they’d better be nice to me or they’d catch it when he came back.”
 
   “And that worked?” I asked. “Nowadays no one would care since the husband wasn’t in the next room.
 
   “You bet it did. Not a soul ever bothered me. Well, there was one young man, but a friend of mine came by and put the fear of God into him. He moved out the next day.”
 
   “Did you have to tell them you had a husband overseas?” Chris asked. “Couldn’t you have thought of something else?”
 
   “Well, it wouldn’t be right for a single woman to rent out rooms in her home in those days. It would have been unseemly. So I made up a Mr. Murphy and everyone accepted that he was in the service. None of the neighbors knew any better. When I moved into that house I told them I was married so they’d leave me alone.” She chuckled. “It backfired on me until I started taking in boarders. All the women on the block kept checking on me and bringing me things. Oh, I knew they meant well, but I was a rather private person. I didn’t want to be bothered.”
 
   “Didn’t the boarders bother you?”
 
   “Oh, no. Those men treated me like a queen. I think it was because they liked my cooking. Well, that and my ‘big bruiser’ story. Besides, so many of them had a crush on me.”
 
   This woman was full of herself, and had been since she was very young. I wondered how many of those crushes were real and how many were her imagination.
 
   “What about the guy who had a problem with Charles Blakely?” Chris asked. “Do you recall what that was about?”
 
   “I can’t remember his name, but I sure remember his attitude. There was a third gal who lived in the house for a time, before the two women who didn’t get along. Both men were interested in her, and one thing led to another, and before long they were at each other like little boys. There was name-callin’ and once there was even a fist fight. I broke that up real quick though.”
 
   “How’d you break up the fight?” I asked.
 
   “I threw a bucket of water on them, just like they were dogs.” She sat up straighter and appeared to be quite proud of herself. “Those two lamebrains never lifted a finger against each other in my house again.”
 
   “Oh.” I had a feeling that when she was a young woman, Mildred Chance Murphy was probably a force to be reckoned with.
 
   “What happened after their fight?” Chris asked.
 
   “Nothing, really. The gal they were fighting over up and walked out without a how-do-ya-do, but at least her rent was paid up. The other guy started looking for somewhere else to live, although he took his time about it, and it wasn’t all that much later that Charles disappeared, still owing me money.” She clucked her tongue. “Had I known he was dead, I might have had less bitter feelings towards him.”
 
   It was difficult to imagine Chance carrying anyone on the books. She struck me as someone who would have her hand out at the beginning of every month.
 
   “Let’s see. I can tell you about Frederick. He was a real shy guy until he came home drunk one night. He fell in the front door and…”
 
   Chance was in the middle of her story when John returned.
 
   “Where have you been, young man?” Chance asked accusingly, as though he was a kid who’d missed his curfew.
 
   He grinned at her. “I stopped and made copies of some of the pages for Chris and Pamela. I know you, and I know you’re not about to give up your ledgers.”
 
   “That was very smart of you, John. Now give them the pages, because I feel a nap coming on. All this talk about the old days has just about worn me out.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Chance. We’ve overstayed our welcome,” I said, standing up. “We didn’t mean to tire you out like this.”
 
   She turned her gaze on Chris and practically pinned him to the wall. “Nonsense. I want you to come back to see me again. Soon. I’ll tell you more about what went on in that house. Like when one of the men snuck a stripteaser into his room one night.” She chuckled. “That was a good story, and not one I’ll soon forget. And there was the guy who gave me the heebie jeebies. He was one scary fella. He lived there at the same time Charles did. You might want to take a look at him, now that I think about it. If he’s still around.”
 
   “We’ll definitely be back,” Chris said. “I know we’ll have questions about some of the people on the pages from the ledger.”
 
   John handed me the short stack of papers and winked. “Auntie does tire out easier now than she used to, and I’m glad you came to see her on a good day. When you’re ready with your questions, give me a call and I’ll set it up.”
 
   I glanced at the top page and scanned it. “Thank you, John. We’ll call you as soon as we figure out what we’ve got here. It looks like she really kept detailed records.”
 
   “That’s my Aunt Mildred, she – ”
 
   Sounding irritable, Chance said, “Would you please start calling me Chance? Everyone else does and always has. What’s the matter with you, boy?”
 
   John seemed very patient with his aunt. He knelt down in front of her and spoke softly, reminding her that no one in the family had ever called her Chance.
 
   “Well, they should have! That’s what I wanted.”
 
   Oh, yes, she was sounding crankier and crankier. It was time for us to make a quick getaway. I waved the pages at Chris. “Time to go, Bogey Man.”
 
   Thanking Chance for her time, we left as quickly as possible.
 
   On the way to Constance’s house to pick up Mikey we talked about Chance.
 
   “We didn’t really learn too much from her,” Chris said.
 
   “We know that Charles fought with another man because of a woman,” I said. “We know a really scary guy lived there at the same time Charles was there. We know that Chance wasn’t a quiet little lady of the house who sat around demurely knitting and sewing. She lied about having a husband overseas. I understand her reasoning, but – ”
 
   “Yeah, actually, that kind of ticked me off. While our boys were overseas being killed because they were protecting our country, she was pretending she had a military husband who was serving. I have a feeling that she was really a piece of work in those days.”
 
   “Oh, Chris, you – ”
 
   “No, I mean it. She was taking advantage of the situation. She could have come up with a lot of other stories.”
 
   “Okay. I see your point, but it’s all in the past. She was young and probably not very mature from the sound of it. Let it go.”
 
   He didn’t respond, but I saw him curl his upper lip under. “I didn’t actually like her very much.”
 
   “To be honest, I didn’t either. Maybe if she’d been your typical little old lady we’d feel differently. He nephew seems quite fond of her, so maybe there’s a side of her we haven’t seen.”
 
   “And speaking of sides,” Chris said, “we do want to keep on her good side as long as we need information from her.”
 
   I had to laugh. “And you’re worried about her using people? We’re using her, for crying out loud.”
 
   “Yeah,” Chris said, “but we’re trying to solve a murder. We have a good reason for using her.”
 
   “I wonder what Big D found that might interest us. It must have something to do with Blakely, or I doubt if he would have called.”
 
   “We’ll find out in the morning. Maybe I’ll try calling him at home tonight.” Chris was as impatient as I was.
 
   We’d gotten off topic since we’d started out talking about what we’d learned from Chance, but it would have to wait. We were turning onto Constance’s street and I could see Mikey waving to us from the front yard. Constance sat on the front porch watching our son and smiling.
 
   She walked over to the car and hugged me after I climbed out, which was her usual greeting. “Mikey’s already had dinner. It’s not that you’re late, but I was hungry and I didn’t want to eat in front of him.”
 
   “Thanks, Constance. I owe you one. Actually, I owe you a lot. Have I told you lately what a good friend you are?”
 
   “All the time. And I feel the same way about you. Would you and Chris like some dinner? There’s plenty left over.”
 
   “Absolutely,” Chris said before I could open my mouth. “You’re the best cook in this town, Constance.”
 
   “Uh,” I said.
 
   “With the exception of my wife, of course,” he added quickly.
 
   “Of course.” Constance was the diplomat in our little group.
 
   She’d prepared spaghetti, and with only her and Mikey eating it there really were a lot of leftovers. She quickly tossed a salad and warmed some garlic bread while talking to us over her shoulder. She set everything on the table and sat down with a glass of iced tea, joining us.
 
   “Did you find out anything from the old lady, or was she having a forgetful day?” she asked.
 
   “Yeah, we hit a good day and we learned a few things,” I said. “I learned that even at ninety some women can still flirt. I do believe she’ll be able to fill us in on her tenants though. She kept great records and, contrary to what her nephew said, I think she has a pretty good memory.”
 
   Constance laughed. “She was flirting with Chris? At least you know the woman has good taste.”
 
   We both turned and looked at him. He had spaghetti sauce on his upper lip, which made us laugh. He grabbed a napkin to wipe his face. Mikey pointed to his own upper lip, indicating to Chris where he should wipe.
 
   “She really fell for the Bogey Man.  She couldn’t take her eyes off of him.”
 
   “Do you have to see her again?”
 
   “It looks like it. We have the names now, but we need information to go with them. I know we started out slowly on this case, but I have a feeling that things are about to move into high gear.”
 
   Constance grinned. “So now you’re actually calling it a case.”
 
   “Heck, yeah. It’s a case of murder,” Mikey said. “My mom and dad are going to make headlines on this one.”
 
   I patted Chris on the back when he choked.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eighteen
 
    
 
   We arose earlier than usual on Saturday morning, knowing we had a lot to do that day. Mikey had a soccer game, we wanted to go over the ledger pages and we were supposed to meet with Big D on our way to the game.
 
   I whipped up some scrambled eggs, hash browns and bacon while Mikey fed the dogs. Chris dropped some bread into the toaster for me.
 
   While we ate, I perused the ledger pages. “Wow, Chris. Wait until you go through these. She really did keep impeccable records. Not only does she have their names, but she included their middle names, their dates of birth and their social security numbers. That’s going to make it a lot easier for us.”
 
   Chris swallowed some scrambled eggs before answering me. “She couldn’t have helped us more if she’d known someone would need the information someday.”
 
   “It does make me feel like she had, or has, a controlling personality though. It seems like those things would be awfully personal to be giving someone just to rent a room. After all, they didn’t do background checks in those days so it seems like this is information she didn’t really need.”
 
   “Back then people didn’t have to worry so much. Most people probably didn’t realize just how personal that information was. They didn’t have to worry about someone stealing their identification and they probably never thought about anyone trying to impersonate them.”
 
   “Listen to you, Bogey Man – the great impersonator.”
 
   “Yeah, but I don’t do it for money or anything illegal. People just find me entertaining, like Chance did yesterday.”
 
   “Don’t remind me,” I said, rolling my eyes. I sure hope my mother was wrong about my eyes sticking that way if I rolled them too often.
 
   Chris laughed. “You worried about the competition?”
 
   “No, just annoyed. She told me that she never had many female friends. She said she was a ‘knock out’ and that women were jealous of her. Talk about being full of yourself.”
 
   Chris went back to his eggs and didn’t respond.
 
   I turned back to the ledger pages. “Here’s a guy named Dudley Long – no middle name – and there’s a note that he went by the nickname of Dutch. He lived there during 1942, which was when Charles started the letter that was found in his wallet. According to his birth date, he was only nineteen at the time. I doubt if Charles would have gotten into it with someone that young. Of course, we don’t know how old Charles was.”
 
   “You never know,” Mikey said.
 
   Chris cleared his throat. “Pamela, we might want to discuss this later.”
 
   “No, this isn’t something that Mikey can’t hear.”
 
   “Okay, if you say so. Aren’t you the one who reminded me about little pitchers and the size of their ears?”
 
   I raised my eyebrows at Chris, knowing he was right. I folded the pages and slipped them into my purse. “Well! Let’s get these dishes done so we can get going. We’ll take the dogs with us this time. Okay?”
 
   “Sure,” Chris said.
 
   “I’ll go find their leashes.” Mikey jumped up from the table and ran to the service porch where we keep the doggie equipment. “We can put them in the fenced yard at the restaurant and see how they like it,” he yelled.
 
   I had a feeling my son actually wanted to see how he’d like the yard since he’d heard that we could put in a picnic bench and a basketball hoop.
 
   He returned and shoved the leashes at me. “I’ll go put on my soccer uniform and be right back. Don’t leave without me.”
 
   I wasn’t even tempted.
 
   Mikey sat between the two dogs on the drive over to the restaurant. He was quiet, probably thinking about the upcoming game and the new fenced yard. 
 
    “Quit slobbering on me,” I heard him say. “You’ll ruin my uniform.” Sherlock and Watson adored my son and licked him frequently. I was pretty sure it was because he generally had the remains of food on his face and hands. After all, he was a growing seven-year-old boy. It didn’t matter how many times he washed up, there was usually something there.
 
   We pulled up behind Big D’s truck and piled out of the car. Mikey took hold of both leashes and immediately headed for the backyard. We’d leash-trained the dogs so they wouldn’t pull on their leashes, and it was a good thing because they outweighed my son.
 
   “Hey, Big D,” Chris yelled. “Where are you?”
 
   “In the house,” came the distant reply. “Come on in.”
 
   We entered the house and I noticed changes that had taken place just since the day before. It was beginning to look like a restaurant.
 
   Davey came out from the bar area. “Your antique oak bar should be here in the next couple of days, and I made a great deal on it for you.”
 
   “Thanks,” Chris said. “You sure have a lot of connections. It seems like you can find anything.”
 
   “I can. In my business I meet all kinds of people who have all sorts of goodies.” He grinned. “I can probably find almost anything you need.”
 
   “So what did you want to show us?” I asked, glancing at my watch. We’d have to leave soon in order to get Mikey to his game on time. “And what are you doing working on a Saturday?”
 
   “I don’t have a Monday through Friday job, Pammy. I work when I need to, and I take off when I need to. I have a couple of things I wanted to finish this morning.”
 
   “I see you pulled out the bookcases,” I commented.
 
   “Which leads to what I want to show you. Come over here.” He led us to the bookcases. They were about four feet high and had actually been built into the walls. Consequently, they didn’t have tops. The walls of the alcoves they were in had served as the top.
 
   “I pulled these out and found some things behind them that I thought you might find interesting.” He picked up a small stack of what appeared to be letters and handed them to Chris.
 
   As Chris studied each one, suspicion crossed his face. He handed them to me.
 
   “What are they?” I asked, taking them from his hand.
 
   “Look at them and tell me what you think.”
 
   There were four letters that were addressed and had a stamp on them that showed the return address as the house we were standing in. They’d never been mailed. Five others were incoming mail addressed to people in the house, but had never been opened. I glanced at Chris and back at the letters.
 
   “It looks like unmailed and undelivered letters.” I turned and studied the oak bookcases. The letters couldn’t have been set on a shelf and accidentally fallen behind the bookcase.
 
   “And what does that lead you to believe?” Chris asked.
 
   “I think it means someone was hiding them,” I replied, understanding why Chris had looked suspicious.
 
   Big D took them out of my hand. “I looked the bookcases over carefully, and the only way these could have gotten behind the cases would be if someone deliberately shoved them behind the backing. There was a small space between the top of the backing and where the wall hung over them. It would have been difficult to do.”
 
   “I can see that,” Chris said. “Thanks for calling us. These could prove to be important. I noticed that two of the incoming letters were addressed to Charles Blakely.”
 
   I took the letters back from Davey. “Another one is addressed to a Sam Shipley, and the other two are to Dudley Long. He was the kid who went by the nickname Dutch. I’ll have to look at the list to see if Sam Shipley lived here at the same time.”
 
   Chris took the letters from me – they were really making the rounds. “The outgoing letters were from the same three people. So there must be some kind of connection between Blakely, Shipley and Long.”
 
   My brain finally kicked into gear. “Davey, I have to ask you for a favor.”
 
   “Sure,” he said.
 
   I hated asking him for this particular favor, but I had no alternative. “Please don’t tell Sharon about these letters – at least not yet. Let us do a little poking around before she finds out. I promise I’ll share with her when we know more. It’ll just make it easier for us, for the moment, if she’s not looking over our shoulders.”
 
   “Pammy, I really like Sharon. She’s a good kid. But I can see where she might get in your hair. That woman’s going to take some taming.”
 
   My eyebrows shot up like a rocket before I started laughing. “You think you’re going to tame Sharon? Brother, you’ve got your work cut out for you. And I wish I could be there to see you do the taming.”
 
   Chris wasn’t paying much attention to Big D and me. “Pamela, I think we should probably mention these letters to Janet Riley. They could be important.”
 
   “You’re right. I’ll see if I can reach her while we’re at the soccer game. Oh! Soccer game!”
 
   I grabbed the letters from Chris and shoved them into my purse before heading for the back door. “Davey, thank you for calling us,” I said over my shoulder, “but we’ve got to get moving.”
 
   Running out the back door, I called to my son. “Mikey, we’re going to be late for your game if we don’t go now.”
 
   “Okay, Mom, but I can’t get the dogs to come with me.” He sighed, loudly. “They’re digging again.” The disgust in his voice was almost palpable.
 
   When Sherlock and Watson were young, they were both diggers. We’d heard that Labs were famous for digging but hadn’t believed it. We’d had a difficult time making them stop, but we’d finally won out after they’d torn up half of our yard and a good number of plants and shrubs. There was an evergreen tree in the area that Big D had fenced, and the dogs were digging near it. I was thankful that they weren’t trying to dig up the tree itself.
 
    “Not again!” Opening the gate, I ran in and grabbed their leashes, pulling them away from the spot they’d chosen to dig. “You’re not going to ruin this yard,” I said with authority. “One yard was enough. I thought you’d grown out of this.”
 
   While talking to them, I whistled to get their attention. It was something we’d learned from a trainer, in addition to snapping our fingers, and it usually worked. It was a signal to them that they’d better stop whatever they were doing and pay attention to us. They reluctantly followed me out of the yard, tails hanging between their legs when they glanced back over their shoulders. Mikey brought up the rear.
 
   “We shoulda named them Trouble and Double Trouble,” Mikey said.
 
   I laughed. “Good one, Mikey.”
 
   We found Chris waiting for us in the car. “Hurry up. Let’s get moving.” He took Mikey’s soccer games pretty seriously. The heck with soccer moms, we had a soccer dad who could put them all to shame.
 
   “The dogs were digging again,” I said on the way to the field.
 
   “I thought we’d broken them of that,” Chris said.
 
   “I thought so, too. I guess a new yard was just too tempting for them. I’ll take care of it though.”
 
   Chris nodded distractedly. “While you were outside, Big D told me your office will be done on Monday morning. If you want to get in there and start setting things up, you can. An inspector has already been out, so there shouldn’t be a problem.”
 
   “Good. I’ve got a lot to do to that room.”
 
   “The only things that will be issues at this point are the kitchen, the bar, the arches and the public restrooms. Everything else has been inspected. One of the things they did yesterday afternoon, after we left, was paint your office. It’ll be dry by Monday.”
 
   “I can’t believe how fast this is going,” I said.
 
   “Don’t get too excited. There’s still a lot to do. It’s not like everything will be done in a week. Although, Big D did call some of the other crew members over one day so he could get more done. I think he’ll call them in again, too. He seems to be having a good time with this project.”
 
   “I understand about not getting excited, but at least this way I can get in there and start putting my plans together. Of course, you realize this means we’ll have to go furniture shopping tomorrow, right? My old desk burned up with the other restaurant, along with my filing cabinets and computer, printer, chairs, wall hangings, and – ”
 
   “I get it, Pamela. Just for the heck of it, why don’t we check out a few used furniture stores first? You never know what kind of deal we might find.”
 
   “That’s fine. We need to watch our pennies right now, anyway. We’ll have to buy a new computer and printer though. We can’t skimp on those.”
 
   “I agree completely.”
 
   “Chris, I put the ledger pages in my purse before we left. I thought maybe we could go over them while we watch the game.”
 
   “We’ll see. If the boys play well, there won’t be any time to look at the pages. They can wait until we get home. That way I can start looking for these people on the Internet using each name we find.”
 
   “Yeah,” I said, “they can wait.”
 
   Those words didn’t sound ominous to me when they came out of my mouth. I never even thought about the pages again until we arrived home.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Nineteen
 
    
 
   Mikey’s team won their game by a hair, but a win is a win. We were proud of him and the other boys. The dogs had sat quietly until they couldn’t stand seeing all those boys running around anymore and then we had to restrain them. Considering their size and strength, that was no small feat. We finally put them in the car because they were way too excited.  Although smart, they were still dogs – they wanted to run and play with the boys.
 
   I tried to call Janet while we were at the game, but she was out so I left a message.
 
   After the game the coach took the boys for pizza, telling us he’d drive Mikey home. Coach only lived two blocks from our house. That would give us a little free time, something we didn’t have too often.
 
   After Chris parked the car in the driveway, he headed for the mailbox to see if there was anything interesting, something other than bills. Yeah, like maybe we’d won a million dollars. I opened the car door and let the dogs out. They headed around the side of the house toward the backyard, leashes trailing behind them. I followed and opened the gate. They headed straight for their water dish, so I filled it with fresh water. Closing the gate, I walked back toward the front of the house.
 
   “Pamela,” Chris called, “you’d better come here.”
 
   His voice didn’t sound right so I hurried the rest of the way. I found him on the porch studying the door.
 
   “What’s wrong?” I asked.
 
   “Are you sure you shut the front door tight when we left?”
 
   “I know I did. I shook it and turned the knob to be sure.”
 
   “You’re positive?”
 
   “Yes, I’m positive,” I said with a tightly controlled voice. Why the second degree? “What seems to be the problem?”
 
   “I started to put the key in the lock and the door opened. It wasn’t locked. We may have had visitors while we were gone. You wait here.”
 
   I wasn’t about to let Chris face potential burglars by himself and followed in his footsteps, closely, glancing around for something to use as a weapon. We both trod softly so no one could hear us coming. I grabbed a heavy vase as we passed a table in the entryway heading for the living room. I noticed it was darker than it should be. The drapes were closed and I was sure I’d left them open.
 
   Chris stopped abruptly and I ran smack-dab into him. He jumped about a foot. Apparently, since I was walking on carpet, he hadn’t heard me follow him inside.
 
   “I thought I told you to wait outside,” he whispered.
 
   “There’s safety in numbers,” I whispered back.
 
   “Or someone could shoot us both at once instead of you being able to run for help.”
 
   Oh, the disgust in his voice was telling. I figured he thought I didn’t trust him to handle the burglars. I’d worry about that later.
 
   “Let’s just get this over with,” he whispered.
 
   He stepped into the living room with me still dogging his steps. He glanced to the right while I looked to the left.
 
   “Go call the cops on your cell phone,” Chris ordered. “Someone’s definitely been here.” He took the vase out of my hands and set it on the coffee table before he quietly opened a coat closet and retrieved Mikey’s baseball bat.
 
   I stood, rooted to the spot. My lovely home had seen a hurricane, if appearances meant anything. Magazines were strewn on the floor. My grandmother’s secretary, or desk, had all the drawers pulled out and papers joined the magazines on the floor. The cushions had been pulled off the couch and chair. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath.
 
   “Will you please go call the coppers?” Chris hissed at me. “Get out of the house in case they’re still here. Now!”
 
   I uprooted my feet and ran outside, pulling my cell phone out of my purse. I called the police and gave them my name and address. Telling them what was wrong, I added that my husband had gone into the house and I didn’t know if anyone was still in there or not. The woman I was talking to kept me on the phone while I waited for a patrol car to show up. It didn’t take long, although it felt like an eternity.
 
   Two officers hurried over to me with their hands on their gun belts while I thanked the woman on the phone and hung up. I briefly explained what was happening and we all turned to the house in time to see Chris waving from the front door.
 
   “That’s my husband,” I explained quickly, not wanting them to draw on him.
 
   “There’s no one here,” Chris said. “Whoever it was is gone.”
 
   The coppers asked Chris to wait outside while they went in and searched the house, making sure he hadn’t missed someone in hiding. Satisfied with their search, they motioned us inside where they examined everything and took a report. We couldn’t tell if anything had been taken, so they asked us to call it in if we discovered something missing. All of the big ticket items, like the television and stereo, still rested in their respective places.
 
   “You know there’s nothing they can do,” Chris said while we started cleaning house. “It doesn’t look like anything is missing.”
 
   “I can’t imagine why someone would break into our house,” I said, picking up the magazines from the floor.
 
   Chris stopped and glanced around the living room. “I’ll be right back.”
 
   I watched his retreating back for a moment before I began picking up the papers that had once been so carefully stored in my high-backed secretary. I counted my blessings that they hadn’t hurt my grandmother’s desk. There wasn’t even a scratch on it. There were two very small secret drawers in this piece of furniture, but they hadn’t been pulled out. Apparently the intruder hadn’t known to look for secret places in old furniture. I pulled each one open and found that my mad money was still in one, and an insurance check was still in the other.
 
   I could hear Chris moving around the house, both upstairs and downstairs.
 
   He was back in about a minute. “I think I may have an idea about what they were after.”
 
   I waited while he examined the living room again, and finally began tapping my foot. “Well? Are you going to tell me?”
 
   “I think someone was looking for those ledger pages,” he said, triumph ringing in his voice.
 
   “What?” I almost rolled my eyes, but stopped because I knew he was serious. “Why would you think that?”
 
   “Look around you. They didn’t disturb a thing except paperwork and the magazines, or places where papers could have been hidden. It’s the same in the spare bedroom where we’ve got the computer, and in the kitchen. They went through the drawers upstairs, too.”
 
   I looked around and determined he was probably right. Yes, the cushions were pulled off the couch, but we could have hidden papers under them, just as we could have stuffed the pages in the magazines. That is, if we’d actually wanted to hide anything.
 
   “Why do you think they were looking for the ledger pages?” I asked.
 
   “Nothing of value is missing. I have a box of unused checks sitting next to the computer. They were moved, but not taken. And I had some cash that I left on the dresser. It’s still there. No, this wasn’t a typical break-in. Someone was looking for something specific. My gut is telling me that it was the ledger pages, mostly because I can’t think of anything else it could be.”
 
   “But that could only mean it was John Murphy. Chance certainly couldn’t have done this, and I can’t imagine John doing it either. No one else knows about the ledger pages.”
 
   “Unless one of them has talked it up to people.”
 
   “But we just met with them yesterday afternoon. That doesn’t leave much time to spread the word.”
 
   “It doesn’t take much time. One phone call could lead to another, which could lead to another. I’m going to call John and see if I can fish a little information out of him.” Chris picked up the phone while we talked, and started dialing. “Maybe Chance has stayed in touch with some of her old boarders.”
 
   I rolled my eyes this time. “For so many years? I doubt it.”
 
   Chris looked at me and very pointedly and dramatically rolled his eyes. I got his point. Knock it off, Pamela, you’re annoying me.
 
   John didn’t answer and Chris had to leave a message. He asked John to call him as soon as possible.
 
   By the time we finished straightening the mess, Mikey came home pumped up and full of pizza. He talked excitedly about his game and relived many of the plays with Chris. He never had a clue that anything out of the ordinary had happened, and I wanted to keep it that way.
 
   The rest of the afternoon was quiet. Mikey went outside to play with the dogs while Chris began a cursory search to find information on some of the boarders on the Internet. He knew of a few places where he could check out the names. I didn’t know if there was a place he could use the social security numbers or not, but it wouldn’t have surprised me. There’s no such thing as privacy on the Internet.
 
   Mikey had a light dinner since he’d eaten so much pizza and then went upstairs to do some homework he’d conveniently forgotten, because he didn’t want to spend Sunday doing it. 
 
   Chris fed the dogs while Mikey ate, and when they were done, they flopped on the lawn for what they felt was a much deserved rest.
 
   After Mikey went to bed, Chris and I had a late dinner. Since it was just the two of us, I set the formal dining table and added candles and soft music for a romantic interlude. We didn’t have many chances for those and I appreciated Chris for walking into a readymade family so happily.
 
   We agreed not to talk about dead bodies, Internet searches or Chance until later. This was our time and we weren’t going to let anything spoil it for us. And nothing did.
 
   ***
 
   Sunday morning Mikey and I went to church while Chris settled in with the Sunday paper and began reading ads and looking for used furniture. Neither John nor Janet had returned our calls yet.
 
   Mikey left for Sunday School after the traditional beginning of the service and the singing of a couple of hymns. Pastor Findlay gave an inspirational sermon, at least to me, about being patient and God’s timing not necessarily being the same as ours. I had a feeling that if we were going to try to find out what happened to Charles Blakely, we’d need lots of patience. I thought of Chance and realized that dealing with her would require a lot of patience, too. I felt guilty for my ambivalence toward her and vowed to be more kindly toward this elderly woman. During a quiet time I prayed for everyone involved in Blakely’s death, even those I didn’t know about yet.
 
   After church Mikey and I picked up some fast food and took it home for lunch. Chris was waiting for us.
 
   “Ah, good. Food. After we eat, we’re going for a drive. I think I may have found a desk for you. It’s a private sale, and I called on it. It sounds like it might be an antique being sold as secondhand.”
 
   “Good job, Chris! You know how I love antiques.”
 
   After lunch Mikey and I changed clothes and Chris drove us across town to an address in an older part of town.
 
   A young man named Tad showed us to his garage where he’d stored his late grandmother’s furniture. “I didn’t have the heart to sell her stuff before, but I recently got laid off my job. I need the money now. I know my grandma would want me to sell her things so I can get through this rough patch.”
 
   “I’m sorry to hear about your job,” I said, “and I hate to take advantage of your difficulties.”
 
   “Nah, stuff happens. I’m better off than some of the people who are getting laid off. At least I can sell a few things. It’s just that with so many people out of work, it’s hard to find buyers. Nobody’s got any money. Come on and I’ll show you the desk. It’s in the middle of the garage, if I remember right. This stuff has been in here for about two years.”
 
   While Chris helped Sam move some boxes so we could get to the desk, I looked around the garage. There was a beautiful oak bookcase, and I dearly love oak. It would look great in my new office, or even in our home. There was also an antique highboy dresser that would work in either the office or our bedroom, depending on what I used it for.
 
   “Uh, Chris, could you come here for a minute?”
 
   I heard Mikey say, “Look out, Dad. Mom’s lookin’ at other furniture, not just the desk.”
 
   “Hush, Mikey. I just want Chris to take a look.”
 
   “Why don’t you come look at this desk first?” Chris asked. “We’ve got it cleared off and it looks pretty good.”
 
   I wandered back to the desk, glancing at other things on my way. I stopped dead in my tracks when I saw an old oak cedar chest. I’d always wanted an oak cedar chest. It would be perfect at the foot of our bed.
 
   “Pamela?” Chris called. “Are you coming?”
 
   He and Tad were behind a stack of boxes where I couldn’t see them, so I followed their voices to the desk.
 
   “Perfect,” I said, taking it in, in one glance. I could see some excellent workmanship. It was definitely a very old desk, and quite large. I ran my hand over the top, pulled drawers open, and pushed things out of my way so I could see the sides and front. “Yes, it’s absolutely perfect. We’ll take it.”
 
   “But I haven’t told you how much I want for it yet,” Tad said.
 
   “That’s okay. We’ll take it.” I ran my hand over the top again with a loving caress.
 
   Tad and Chris glanced at each other and back at me.
 
   “When mom’s got her mind made up…” Mikey said without finishing his thought.
 
   “Now, Chris, come see what else I’ve found.”
 
   We returned to Tad’s house to figure out what we owed him. I was happy, Tad was happy, and Chris was writing a check when his cell phone rang. He stepped outside to answer it. 
 
   Coming back into the house, he said, “That was Big D. I asked if I could borrow his truck to haul this stuff, and he’s going to meet me here. You and Mikey can head home and make room for… everything.”
 
   Tad laughed. “I get it. I’ve got an ol’ lady, too. She’s at the store right now or I’d introduce you.”
 
   Pulling a business card out of my purse, I held up my hand motioning Tad to wait a second. I crossed out the old address and wrote in the address of the new restaurant. “If you’ll stop calling your significant other your ol’ lady, we’d love to have you be our guests at Bogey Nights when it opens. You can have a night out and forget about money, jobs and job hunting.”
 
   Tad beamed. “Thanks! I think we’ll take you up on that. By the way, my ol’ lady is my wife of five years.”
 
   Mikey held my hand while we walked toward the car. “Mom, that was a nice thing to do.” 
 
   “Mikey’s right.” Chris took hold of my other hand and I felt so warm and loved at that moment.
 
   “Tad deserved that,” I said. “He’s having money problems but he didn’t try to take advantage of us. His prices were fair. I like an honest man.”
 
   Chris accompanied us to the car. “Big D said he’s got bad news about Sharon and the letters. He said he’d talk to me when he gets here.”
 
    “Oh, no,” I said. “Sharon got to him.”


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty
 
    
 
   Arriving home, Mikey and I hurried to the backyard to check on the dogs. Since the house had been broken into, I didn’t feel very secure. I wondered what might have happened if the dogs had been home instead of at the game with us. Would they have stopped the intruder? Probably not. Knowing what good dispositions Labrador retrievers have, I figured they might have licked the intruder while he broke in, maybe even offering to help him. If we’d been home and someone tried to break in, it would have been a different story. I believe the dogs would have been very protective. I tried to act nonchalant since my son didn’t know what had happened.
 
   Leaving Mikey in the backyard with the dogs and knowing they’d watch out for him, I hurried into the house to see if either Janet or John had returned our calls yet. They hadn’t, but there was a message from Mikey’s Grandma Linda, my deceased husband’s mother. There was a holiday weekend coming up soon and she wanted to know if Mikey could stay with her and his Grandpa Gene over the long weekend. I called her back and said that would be fine, and we caught up on general family news. I appreciated Linda and Gene because my parents lived far from us, and Chris’s lived even farther away than mine.
 
   While Mikey played outside with Sherlock and Watson, I began rearranging furniture to make room for my new oak bookcase. I only had to move a few things in order to open space to the left of the fireplace. With that done, I went upstairs to make sure I’d made the bed and that our bedroom was neat and clean. After all, Big D would be helping Chris carry the oak cedar chest up there. I couldn’t help myself – I wanted to make a good impression. It wouldn’t do to have him think Chris was married to a slob.
 
   After putting a couple of things away, I went back downstairs and sat down on the couch to wait. I was waiting for John to call, for Janet to call, for Chris and Big D to arrive with the furniture, and mostly I waited for a brilliant idea to pop into my head concerning who killed Charles Blakely. If only it was that easy. 
 
   I didn’t actually know who the players were yet. Chance had mentioned a boarder who’d been scary. I wondered if it could have been Sam Shipley, since his was the name on the third letter we’d found. Of course, it could have been Dudley Long.
 
   Mikey came in with the dogs trailing after him, and I gave him a light snack to hold him over until dinnertime. On Sundays I usually fixed a special meal, just like my mother did when I was growing up. Sunday dinner was always something interesting. On this particular Sunday, however, I decided to forego that tradition because it had been such a busy day. I set some frozen meatballs and spaghetti sauce out to defrost. I could whip up spaghetti in a hurry, and I had made both ingredients, so it would still be homemade.
 
   “I’m going to go play catch with the dogs, Mom,” Mikey said, licking his fingers.
 
   “Okay, but go wash your hands first. Oh! I almost forgot to tell you. Grandma Linda called and invited you to spend the Memorial Day weekend with her and Grandpa.”
 
   “When is that?”
 
   “Next weekend. I told her you’d be there, okay?”
 
   “Yeah. Grandma and Grandpa always take me to do something fun when I’m with them. I think it reminds them of taking my real dad places when he was a kid. They don’t act like it makes them sad though. I think it makes them have happy memories.”
 
   “Sometimes you surprise me, Mikey. You have good insight for a young man of your age.”
 
   He grinned at me, bounced a tennis ball on the floor to get the dogs’ attention, and ran out the back door. I wondered if he even understood what insight was.
 
   The phone rang and I heard a truck pull up to the house as I reached for it.
 
   I answered with my friendliest and most disarming, “Hello?” If the caller was John, I wanted to start our conversation on a positive note.
 
   “Pamela, this is Janet. Sorry I didn’t get back to you sooner, but I’ve been busy with another case.”
 
   “That’s okay. We thought you should probably know about the letters though.”
 
   “Your message said you found them behind a bookcase? I wonder how they got back there.”
 
   “Personally, I think someone stashed them there. We checked it all out, and there’s no way they could have accidentally ended up behind the bookcase.”
 
   Chris and Big D came in carrying the cedar chest and headed up the stairs.
 
   “What did they say? Have you read them yet?” Janet asked.
 
   The thought had never crossed my mind that I could open the letters and read them – at least not more than a dozen times.
 
   “I haven’t read them. I wasn’t sure if you’d approve or not,” I said, oh, so innocently. “They’re still sealed.”
 
   “You might as well open them since you and Chris are ‘helping’ me.”
 
   The inflection in her voice put quotes around the word helping. I smiled broadly. “I’ll do that today. What do you want us to do with them?”
 
   “I’ll come by and pick them up soon. Maybe today, if I have the time. More likely tomorrow though.”
 
   “Well, Janet, I should probably keep you up-to-date with what we’ve been doing. I’m sure you need to know what’s been going on.”
 
   “Something’s been happening?”
 
   “We found out that a woman named Mildred Chance Murphy owned the house during the forties. She goes by the name Chance. She lives in a retirement village now and we met with her and her nephew.”
 
   “What was she like? She must be way up there in years.”
 
   “She is, and she’s pretty interesting. At ninety she still wears make-up and clothing that you’d normally see on a younger woman, and she wears her hair up in a ponytail. Her nephew mentioned that she seems to have dementia, but we couldn’t really see any sign of it. In fact, I almost got the feeling she puts on an act for her nephew – maybe to get her own way. I don’t know for sure. Her personality didn’t remind me of any ninety-year-old I’ve ever met.”
 
   Janet turned away from the phone and said something to someone. “Sorry. One of the guys is looking for a file, and I happened to know where it is. So go on. She’s pretty spry for an old woman, is that right?”
 
   “I guess spry would be a good word for her. It turns out she has a good memory of those years – and here’s the kicker – she kept excellent records about the boarders when she ran the boarding house. She even had their dates of birth and social security numbers. Chris has already started trying to track down some of the people on the list.”
 
   I could hear Janet blow on what I thought might be hot coffee. “I’m going to want to see that list,” she said.
 
   “I figured you would. Chance’s nephew made us copies of the pertinent pages. I’ll make copies for you.”
 
   “I’ll probably want to get the original ledgers from her, but I’ll start with the copies.”
 
   “There’s an incident I should probably tell you about, too. Someone broke into our house yesterday.”
 
   “Did they take anything?”
 
   “That’s the odd part. They didn’t take a thing. Blank checks and cash were sitting out and they didn’t touch those things. The TV is still here, the stereo is here, and nothing is missing. They searched the house though. Chris thinks they were after the ledger pages.”
 
   Janet and I were both quiet for a moment. “How could someone have known about the ledger pages?” she asked.
 
   “I don’t know. That’s what we’re going to try to figure out. Maybe Chance or her nephew blabbed to someone. Chris called John, the nephew, and left a message for him to call us. We haven’t heard back yet.”
 
   Chris and Big D headed back out the front door for another load.
 
   “Let me know what he says. And go ahead and read the letters before I pick them up. Maybe you’ll find information that will lead in a specific direction. I’ll try to come by later if I can.
 
   “By the way, Don and I wondered if you and Chris might like to go out to dinner one night soon.”
 
   “We’d love it,” I replied. “And when we open the restaurant, I hope you two will be our guests.”
 
   “You’ve got a deal. Now, I’d better get back to work. This latest case is high profile, and it’s taking up all of my time.”
 
   We hung up just as the boys brought in the bookcase. Mikey had apparently heard them and was now following along, trying to help.
 
   “Where do you want this?” Davey asked.
 
   “To the left of the fireplace,” I directed. “where I cleared some space.”
 
   The two men carried the heavy bookcase while my son gave directions.
 
   “Coffee table behind you, Big D. Watch it,” Mikey said. He swung his arms around like a traffic cop.
 
   A warmness passed through my heart and head as I watched the three of them place the bookcase, stand back to see if it was straight, and then move it a quarter of an inch on one side. I truly cared for all of them, Big D included. He was a good friend.
 
   And then I remembered Sharon!
 
   “What about Sharon?” I asked. “Did you tell her about the letters? Boy, that’s the last time I ask you for a favor.”
 
   Big D had the courtesy to look embarrassed. “She wormed it out of me. We were talking about the restaurant and I slipped and said something about finding things behind the bookcase. She was relentless. I couldn’t help myself.”
 
   “Okay, okay. I get it.” I sighed. “I’ve been on the receiving end with her before.”
 
   “So you’ll let this one go?” He appeared worried about my reaction.
 
   “Yes,” I said, letting him off the hook. “She hasn’t called me yet, so maybe she’ll let it go. But please be careful about what you say to her in the future.”
 
   Yeah, she’d let it go like a dog lets go of a tasty bone. I’d be willing to bet she was sitting at her desk figuring out her strategy even while Davey and I talked. Wait a minute! Could Sharon have broken into our house? No, she wouldn’t go that far. Would she?
 
   Chris glanced at Big D and then me, and shook his head. “Pamela, we’re going to take your desk and the highboy over and put them in the office instead of leaving them here and then having to move them again. We’ll be back in about an hour.”
 
   “Don’t forget to lock up the restaurant when you leave,” I said.
 
   He didn’t even bother to respond to that.
 
   “Can I go with them?” Mikey asked.
 
   “If it’s okay with them, then it’s okay with me.”
 
   “Come on, slugger,” Chris said.
 
   The door closed behind them and I took a deep breath. “Wow,” I said to the walls, “a whole hour of peace and quiet. Whatever will I do with myself? Ah, I know. The letters.”
 
   I heard one of the dogs bark.
 
   “Nope, they’re fine out in the yard.”
 
   I retrieved a letter opener, a pad of paper and a pen from the spare bedroom and sat down on the couch with the letters. I sorted them by the incoming letters and who they were addressed to, and the outgoing letters and who’d written them. Deciding to start with the incoming stack, I picked up one that was addressed to Sam Shipley. It was the only one addressed to him.
 
   I carefully slit the envelope with the letter opener and began to read. It was from his sister, Karen, who lived in Michigan. She shared all of the family news with him and then wrote briefly about the war. And then she shared her big news. Frankie Dutton and she had become engaged. He’d asked her the big question in a letter she’d received the day before. I smiled when I recognized the joy she was feeling while she wrote an upbeat letter to her brother.
 
   And I recognized information that might help us. If we couldn’t find Sam Shipley, maybe we could find his sister Karen, if she was still in Michigan. If she’d married I could look for Karen Dutton. If things hadn’t gone the way she planned, I might be able to find Karen Shipley. It was something anyway, which was better than nothing.
 
   I felt my own joy now as I realized that the letters might be more help than I’d imagined. I neatly folded the letter and placed it back in the envelope, after making a note about Karen and where she might be located.
 
   Next I picked up one of the two letters addressed to Dudley Long. I decided to hold Blakely’s letters for last. Opening the first one I found that it was from a girlfriend named Natalie who said she was sorry for what she’d said to him and she wanted to know if they could get back together. She said if she didn’t hear from him by the end of the week, she’d understand his decision and move on with her life. She said that since he was planning to join the Navy, she felt they needed to talk before he left. I could almost feel her sadness while I read the letter. I made a note of her name on my list, folded the letter and returned it to its envelope.
 
   I sat quietly for a moment, feeling like an unwanted intruder in these people’s lives. That didn’t last long though. These letters were over sixty years old and whatever the problems were back then, more than likely they would have been resolved one way or another at that time.
 
   I picked up the other letter addressed to Dudley. It was from his mother, who lived in Northern California, and I read it, sharing a mother’s heart with her. She told him that Natalie had told her about his plans to join the Navy. She wished he had told her himself. She said that his decision saddened her, but that she understood his need to defend his country. She added that since she’d lost her younger brother to the war, she wondered if Dudley’s decision had anything to do with that. She asked him to come visit her before he had to go to boot camp. And, lastly, she told him how proud she was to have such a patriotic son.
 
   One comment that she made toward the end of the letter caught my attention. She said she was sorry to hear he was having problems with someone at the boarding house and she suggested he move home instead of just visiting. Actually, it was more than a suggestion and she sounded pretty insistent about it. 
 
   I folded the letter and put it back in the envelope because I felt like crying. The woman’s letter was so loving and so caring, and I couldn’t help but picture myself and Mikey under those same circumstances.
 
   That only left the two letters addressed to Charles Blakely. One was from a sister named Charlotte, and I couldn’t help but wonder if this was Midge’s mother. It was full of family news, including the fact that she’s just found out she was pregnant. With Midge? I didn’t think so because Midge appeared to be a bit younger. Other than that, there was nothing interesting in the letter.
 
   I picked up the last incoming letter. It was from a friend, Sarah Smith, who was responding to Blakely’s last disturbing letter – her words, not mine. She wanted to know if he’d found out who’d been going through his things and if he’d received any more threatening notes.
 
   Pay dirt!
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-one
 
    
 
   I read Sarah’s letter three times before I set it aside. I couldn’t glean anything else from what she’d said, but it was interesting to know what Charles had been going through. Why on earth did Sarah have to have a name like Smith? I’d never be able to find her, but I made a note of the return address on the envelope, just in case.
 
   So Dudley’s mother had made a comment about him having problems with someone at the boarding house, and Charles’ friend had mentioned threatening notes and someone going through his things. Now I felt like we were cookin’ with gas. This fit in with the letter that Charles had started that Janet found in his wallet. Were the two men having trouble with each other or was there a third party involved? I couldn’t wait for Chris to come home so I could share this information with him and get his input.
 
   The phone rang so I left the outgoing mail to be dealt with in a few minutes. I answered and found that it was John returning Chris’s call.
 
   “John, how are you?” I asked.
 
   “Good. I’m returning your husband’s call. Is he there?”
 
   “Not at the moment, but I know what he was calling about. Did you happen to tell anyone about giving us the pages from your aunt’s ledger, or do you know if she told anyone?”
 
   “I didn’t mention it to anyone, but why would I? As far as my aunt, I have no idea. Is it important?”
 
   “It could be. Do you know if your aunt is still in touch with any of the people from the boarding house?”
 
   “Pamela, what is this all about?”
 
   I wasn’t sure whether to tell him or not. I decided not to, at least until I talked to Chris. “We’re going to try to reach some of these people and we’d actually prefer to take them by surprise. We’d like to see what their first reaction to Blakely’s death is instead of giving them time to think about it.”
 
   “I see. Well, if my aunt is still in touch with anyone, she’s never mentioned it. You’ll have to ask her.”
 
   I had a mental picture of John in my mind while we talked and something suddenly struck me. His age. He didn’t look old enough to have been around when all of this was going on.
 
   “John, you said you’d met a few of the boarders. Was that during the time period that we’re interested in?”
 
   “Oh, no. I remember people from the late forties, and I don’t remember them well. I was a baby during the early forties.”
 
   “Just thought I’d ask. I didn’t think you were that old, but you could take after your aunt. Look how young she looks. Never in a million years would I have guessed she’s ninety.”
 
   John chuckled. “She does take care of herself. If her mental faculties were better, she’d be quite a gal. You’re lucky that you caught her on a good day.”
 
   “I hope we’re that lucky the next time we see her. Thank you for calling back, John. I’ll visit your aunt and ask if she’s spoken to anyone from the boarding house.”
 
   He gave me her phone number. “Call before you go over there. Besides, if you call first you’ll have an idea of her state of mind. Let me know if you need anything else.”
 
   We hung up and I sat down to look at the rest of the letters. The dogs began barking. Interestingly, they have different sounding barks for different things. This one told me that Chris and Mikey were home. The letters would have to wait because I didn’t want to discuss what I’d found in front of Mikey.
 
   Our printer had the capability to copy, so I took the unread letters into the spare bedroom and copied them, just in case Janet showed up before tomorrow. I didn’t want to lose the information in the letters.
 
   I could hear Chris and Mikey talking and my son sounded excited. He loved being included in events with the big boys, but he’d never admit it.
 
   Walking out to the living room, I gave each of them a hug. “So how did my desk fit into the office? The room looked so small when it was empty. Was there room for the highboy?”
 
   “They fit perfectly, and you still have room to do whatever you want to,” Chris replied. “We’re going to own an exceptionally nice restaurant. Big D is going all out on this job, although I’m sure he would even if we weren’t friends.”
 
   “I can’t wait to see the finished job.”
 
   “It’s way cool, Mom. And I got to look at the yard without the dogs distracting me,” Mikey said.
 
   I smiled at my seven-year-old son. “Yes, those darned dogs can be so distracting.”
 
   By that time it was late afternoon, so I threw together the spaghetti as planned. It was a simple dinner when I added a salad and garlic bread to it. Chris fed the dogs while I cooked and Mikey did yard duty, which consisted of picking up what we called doggie bonbons, not his favorite job.
 
   After dinner we spent a quiet evening. Chris and Mikey watched a television show while I filled the bookcase with my favorite mysteries and other books. I added a couple of knick knacks and stood back to look at my work. The bookcase added a sense of comfort to the living room, making it feel homey. Of course, it could have been my love of books that made it feel like that.
 
   Mikey finally went to bed and I sat down with Chris, letters in hand.
 
   “You opened those?” he asked. “I thought you were saving them for Janet.”
 
   “I didn’t want to discuss these until Mikey went to bed. Janet called while you were gone and said to go ahead and read them. Since we’re helping her, she felt it would be okay. She’ll probably pick them up tomorrow.”
 
   “Oh. Did you find anything interesting?”
 
   “You bet.” I handed him the pad of paper with my notes. “First, if we have trouble finding Shipley or Long, we might at least be able to find someone mentioned in the letters. Secondly, both Dudley Long’s mother and a friend of Charles Blakely mentioned problems at the boarding house. Long’s mother didn’t mention anything specific, but Blakely’s friend commented on someone going through his things, and she mentioned that he’d been receiving threatening notes.”
 
   “You learned quite a bit from those letters,” Chris said. “What about the outgoing letters? Was there anything pertinent in those?”
 
   “You and Mikey came home so I haven’t had a chance to read them yet.” I handed Chris one of the letters. “Let’s read them now.”
 
   “You know, if we hadn’t found the letters on the same morning as the break-in, I’d be wondering if those were what the intruder wanted.” Chris tapped his finger on the envelope he was holding.
 
   “No one except Janet knows about those yet, so that couldn’t be the case.”
 
   “You’re forgetting someone,” Chris said, grinning.
 
   “Sharon,” we said in unison.
 
   “I don’t think she’d be dumb enough to break into our house though,” I said.
 
   “I don’t either. It was just a joke.”
 
   I opened the envelope I was holding after looking at the addresses. This one was from Dudley Long to Natalie Clairmont. Apparently both parties were sorry about having had words. Dudley wrote to her apologizing for losing his temper and walking out on her. He said he knew she hadn’t meant the things she said, and he commented that he shouldn’t be so thin-skinned. Neither letter ever mentioned what had actually happened, and I couldn’t help myself – I was curious.
 
   Dudley went on to tell Natalie that he’d signed up and would be leaving soon for the Navy. He told her that he loved her and asked her if she would marry him before he shipped out to parts unknown.
 
   As an afterthought, Dudley asked Natalie not to mention the problems at the boarding house to his mother because she’d worry needlessly. Too late for that one.
 
   I put my hand to my chest and reread the letter. It was so touching, and I hoped that since neither one had received the other’s letter, that at some point they’d met in person and straightened things out. I could hear young love in the tone of their letters, even though they’d had an upset of some sort. Two brief letters and I was beginning to feel like I already knew these people.
 
   I looked up to find Chris watching me with amusement on his face.
 
   “What?” I asked.
 
   “You have a very expressive face. I was watching you read that letter. You smiled, you frowned and you looked sad. Must have been some letter.”
 
   “These kids were in love and had a misunderstanding. Neither one ever got the letter intended for them. I sure hope they straightened things out.”
 
   “You’re such a romantic, Cupcake. It’s one of the things I like about you.”
 
   “Like? Hmm. What about your letter?” I asked.
 
   “I was so busy watching you that I never opened it.”
 
   “Well, for crying out loud, open it. We need to know if there’s anything important in it,” I said. I encouraged him by handing him the letter opener.
 
   He looked at the names and addresses on the envelope before opening it. “This one is to Karen Shipley from Sam Shipley. Must be a relative.”
 
   “She’s his sister.”
 
   I waited while he read the letter, watching his face as he’d done with me. I had a feeling he knew I was watching because other than squinting, he made a point of wearing a poker face.
 
   “I think I need to see an eye doc and get me some cheaters,” he said, finishing the letter. “I hate to admit it, but it’s getting harder and harder to read without squinting.”
 
   “I noticed. You probably just need reading glasses. So what did the letter say?”
 
   “Mostly it was about him finding a new job and hoping to get on with his life. He told her he was glad he’d moved to California because there seemed to be more jobs in his field. I think he might have been a budding actor from some of his comments. Probably not a lot of call for Hollywood actors in Michigan.”
 
   “Ya think?”
 
   “He asked her how things were going with someone named Frankie Dutton and – ”
 
   “Karen and Frankie got engaged,” I said, interrupting him.
 
   “Swell. Now let me finish. He went on to tell her that he didn’t know what to do because his landlady acted like she was afraid of him. He didn’t know whether to move out or try to figure out what he was doing wrong.”
 
   “Chance said that someone gave her the heebie jeebies. Now we probably know who it was. One more question answered.”
 
   “Yes, but there are still too many more unanswered ones.”
 
   “I’m going to go talk to Chance again. I want to ask her if she’s still in touch with any of the boarders.”
 
   “Do you mind if I don’t go with you?” Chris asked.
 
   “Not at all. But, Honey, I really think we’ve been too hard on her. She’s simply an old woman who still knows how to flirt. I’d be willing to bet that flirting was how she got her way in the old days.” I smiled. “It sure seems like she manipulates people, and her attitude may be the only way she knows to get what she wants.”
 
   “How can you tell? We’ve met her, but we don’t know her.”
 
   “I got that feeling after watching her with John. I think she manipulates him. You probably frustrated her by not reacting to her flirting.”
 
   I glanced at the letter Sam Shipley had written. “It is interesting that Shipley knew he frightened Chance. I wonder if it was his appearance or something about his demeanor.”
 
   “It could be a little of each,” Chris said.
 
   “I’ll ask Chance when I see her. I’ll call her in the morning.”
 
   There was another letter from Shipley to a friend, but it didn’t contain anything interesting, except that he thought he might have to move. No explanation given.
 
   The last letter was from Charles Blakely to his sister. Chris sat next to me and read along with me. Charles wanted to know if his sister was feeling any better since he’d last heard from her and he wondered if she’d had the flu. I had the answer to that one. She was pregnant. It was interesting how an outsider could put the facts together even though none of the letters had been read by the intended recipient.
 
   Toward the end of the letter Charles talked about the boarding house and some problems that had arisen. He wrote about a female boarder and how she’d made things difficult between the male boarders, even though she hadn’t meant to. As I read I gathered there were some jealousies involved. He mentioned a meeting with the landlady. She’d told him that she wouldn’t have this type of trouble in her boarding house and that if it didn’t stop, they could all move out.
 
    “My landlady isn’t any older than I am, but she sure thinks she knows it all. I’m half tempted to go ahead and move out. The theatrics in this place are more than I need right now anyway. Maybe I’ll just come live with you. Ha ha.”
 
   He hadn’t moved out and he hadn’t been able to go live with his sister. Poor Charles. What happened to him? Other than dying, of course.


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-two
 
    
 
   Sunday night Chris and I went to bed feeling a little melancholy, and we held each other for a long time. Reading those old letters had been a unique experience, although it felt a little like listening in on someone’s private conversation. 
 
   Monday morning, however, held one excited little boy – a long weekend with grandma and grandpa was coming up – and two playful dogs. All the sadness disappeared as we bustled around feeding the dogs, preparing breakfast, and looking forward to detecting. We finally had something to go on.
 
   We were sitting down to eat when the doorbell rang. Mikey jumped out of his chair and ran to answer the door. He returned with Janet Riley in tow.
 
   “Oh, I’m sorry to interrupt your breakfast,” she said.
 
   “Don’t be silly. There’s plenty here. Why don’t you join us?” Chris said.
 
   Janet took a good long look at a table covered with plates of bacon, scrambled eggs, hash brown potatoes and toast before pulling up a chair.
 
   “Are you sure there’s enough?” she asked.
 
   “I always overcook, so don’t give it another thought.” I didn’t really, but Chris and I could take smaller portions than normal.
 
   After getting out another plate and some silverware, I handed her a dish covered with scrambled eggs surrounded by bacon. “Help yourself. Some people don’t think of this as a healthy breakfast, but we sure do.”
 
   “I don’t eat this kind of breakfast very often,” she said, “but there are always exceptions. And I haven’t had a homemade meal since Don and I came over for the barbeque.”
 
   “How come?” Mikey asked.
 
   “I work long hours and end up eating fast food. It’s a good thing I exercise or I’d weigh a ton.” She slathered blackberry jelly on her toast.
 
   Mikey seemed satisfied with her answer and went back to eating.
 
   “About those letters…” Janet began.
 
   I shook my head no, very slightly, and glanced at Mikey.
 
   She saw me and didn’t finish her thought, but turned her attention back to the food. “This is delicious. Sometimes I almost forget how good a homemade meal can be.”
 
   After breakfast, Janet helped me clear off the dishes while Chris helped Mikey find his backpack.
 
   “I’ll take Mikey to school and be back in a few minutes,” Chris said. “Will you still be here, Janet?”
 
   “Probably. I think I’m too full to go back to work. I may have to spend the day here, recuperating.”
 
   “Hey, wait a minute. That almost sounds like my food made you sick,” I said, smiling.
 
   Janet laughed. “Sorry, I should have chosen my words more carefully.”
 
   As soon as we heard the slam of the front door closing, Janet and I sat down at the breakfast table with two cups of coffee.
 
   “Did you find anything in the letters?” she asked.
 
   “Actually, we did. And with your resources, you can probably find some of these people a lot easier than we can.” I went on to tell her about the letters, the names and addresses, and the implications that something had really been going on at the boarding house. I excused myself for a minute and returned bearing the letters and the ledger pages.
 
   Janet took her time reading the ledger pages. “I see a woman lived there in addition to the men. Alice Frye might have had something to do with the goings on at that place. Interesting that Chance didn’t make a note of her social security number or date of birth. You said one of the letters mentioned possible… No, wait. You said you surmised there might have been jealousies.”
 
   “Right. You’ll want to read the letters yourself, but I’m confident that you’ll reach the same conclusions that we did.”
 
   “Like I told you, I’m working on a high profile case right now, but I can take some time this afternoon to see what I can find on these people. You never know, some of them could still be around.”
 
   “Chris and I would appreciate that.” I heard Chris’s car pull into the driveway. “Speaking of Chris, here he comes now.”
 
   I warmed up our coffee with some fresh java and poured a third cup for Chris.
 
   “Where are the dogs?” Janet asked.
 
   “Out in the yard.”
 
   “They’re sure a lot quieter than Friday. She barks at everything.”
 
   “I think Sherlock and Watson entertain each other. When they were puppies we worked with them a lot, training them and gaining some modicum of control. They’re strong dogs and we wanted them to listen to us.”
 
   “Training worked? I wonder if I should try training Friday. She’s a good dog, but I’m not always the one in control. Maybe it’s too late.”
 
   “It’s never too late, although it may take more work now, and you’re not home that much.” I thought for a moment before opening my mouth and making an offer I could come to regret. “Let me talk to Chris and get back to you. I might have a suggestion that would help.”
 
   Chris walked into the kitchen and sat down, picking up his coffee mug. “Have you told Janet about what we’ve learned?”
 
   “She told me,” Janet said. “I’m going to try to run some of these people down for you this afternoon. I’ll give you a call this evening if I come up with anything.”
 
   “And when you call I’ll let you know what I’m thinking about your dog and her need for training,” I said.
 
   Chris raised his eyebrows and looked at me in askance.
 
   “We’ll talk later,” I said.
 
   “Well,” Janet said, standing up, “I’d better get to work if I’m going to get anything done on either case. I’ll call you. No need to show me out. And thanks for breakfast. It really did hit the spot.”
 
   After Janet left I brought the dogs inside and ran them through some of their commands.
 
   “What are you doing?” Chris asked.
 
   “I’ve been thinking. Janet said she’s having a few problems with Friday because she’s never been properly trained. What would you think about having her bring Friday over here every day on her way to work for a while. We could train her. We trained our dogs, and look how well they behave.”
 
   Chris laughed. “Sometimes.”
 
   “Usually,” I said. “Friday is younger than Sherlock and Watson. Maybe they’d be a good influence on her. And until the restaurant is ready we don’t have too much else to do anyway. The three dogs seem to get along, too.”
 
   “We have plenty to do between preparing for the opening of the restaurant and working on Blakely’s murder, but I guess we could squeeze Friday in. It might be good for her to socialize with other dogs. We’ll play it by ear and see if she responds to training.”
 
   I smiled at my husband and gave him a kiss on the cheek. “I love you, Bogey Man.”
 
   He grinned. “Thanks. So what are your plans for today?”
 
   “I thought I’d head over to the restaurant and start setting up the office. Maybe when you pick Mikey up from school you and he can run by the electronics store and pick up a computer and printer and bring them over to me. If you don’t mind, that is. Also, I was thinking about the filing cabinet we have in the spare bedroom. We don’t really need it here, so do you think you could bring it to the office?”
 
   “I can do that. Why don’t you take the dogs with you and let them start getting used to their yard. It’s not like you’d have to watch them or anything. You’ll be right there, in the office.”
 
   “You don’t think they’ll get in Big D’s way?”
 
   “Not if they’re in the yard.”
 
   “Works for me. They’re good company, and Big D likes them. What are you going to do today?”
 
   “The first thing I’m going to do is go buy the computer and printer. Then I’m going to call a couple of agents about bands for the bar. I’ll try to set up some interviews. I’m also going to go pick up supplies for the restaurant kitchen.”
 
   “Isn’t it a bit early to be buying food?”
 
   “No, I mean pots and pans – that type of thing.”
 
   “Do you remember the store where we bought them before? They gave us a pretty good deal on everything.”
 
   “I’ve already called them,” Chris said. “They have a record of the things we bought before and they’ll duplicate it for us. They’re going to give us a good discount, too.”
 
   I smiled. “I don’t know why I even question you. You always have things well in hand.”
 
   “What did Janet have to say about the ledger pages and the letters?” Chris asked.
 
   “She was very interested. The fourth person living at the house at that time was Alice Frye, and Janet thought it was interesting that Chance didn’t have the same information on her that she did on the others.”
 
   “I thought of something, too,” Chris said. “If there were three men and one woman living there at that time, which one was living in the garage? I don’t know that it matters, but I guess it could.”
 
   “Good question.” I thought about that for a moment. “You’d think that whoever lived in the garage would have had less contact with the other boarders.”
 
   “Just because he slept there doesn’t mean he stayed out there all of the time. He could have come into the house and mixed with the others.”
 
   I cleared my throat. “Actually, if it was nice enough, maybe Alice Frye lived in the garage. I got the feeling it might have actually been like a little apartment, and being the only female boarder, she might have wanted her privacy.”
 
   “Maybe. Be sure to ask Chance about that when you see her. When are you going to call her?”
 
   “Before I leave for the restaurant. If she’s up to it, I might go see her before I work on the office.”
 
   Chris finished his coffee and stood up. “I’m going to head over to the electronics store. Be back in a while.” He gave me a quick kiss and left.
 
   I picked up the paper with Chance’s phone number on it and dialed. She picked up after five rings.
 
   “Chance, this is Pamela Cross. I wondered if you might be up to some company today.”
 
   “Why, yes, I think I’d enjoy seeing you again. Is that handsome hubby of yours coming with you?”
 
   “No, I’m afraid he’s busy running errands and taking care of business. We’ve got to get things ready so we can open the restaurant as soon as possible.”
 
   “Oh. Well, you come along anyway. But can we make it tomorrow? I’m not quite myself today.” Hearing the disappointment in her voice, I reminded myself that she was an old woman. She was not my competition. However, she certainly sounded like herself. She was hoping Chris would be with me if I visited her later.
 
   “Chance, Chris won’t be able to come with me tomorrow, either.”
 
   She was quiet for a moment before she replied. “Like I said, you come along then. I’ll see him another time.”
 
   We settled on a time and I told her I’d call first to make sure she was up to the visit.
 
   “I’ll be fine. You just come on over,” she said.
 
   I was very proud of myself for not rolling my eyes as I hung up the phone. Instead, I crossed them. Chris tells me I have very expressive eyes, and it doesn’t sound like a compliment. Oh well…
 
   I loaded the car with office supplies and then called the dogs in and told them we were going bye-bye, one of their favorite things. Tails wagging, they waited patiently while I attached their leashes to their collars.
 
   On the way to the restaurant I stopped and picked up more office supplies and a bag full of In-N-Out hamburgers and French fries. Might as well show up bearing gifts. It couldn’t hurt.
 
   As soon as arrived I put the dogs in the fenced yard and filled a bowl with water for them. They immediately began sniffing around the tree, and as sternly as possible I told them, “No digging!” They didn’t bother to look up, but kept right on sniffing.
 
   After passing out the burgers and fries, I took my own food into the office and set it on the desk while I unloaded the office supplies, which also included things like order pads for the waitresses. I planned on using the highboy for storage.
 
   Deciding to check on the dogs, I opened the back door and stuck my head outside. They were digging again, tails flying furiously. Watson began to whine and dig with more vigor.
 
   “Stop that!” I commanded. “Right now!”
 
   She whined louder and dug deeper.
 
   “If I have to come out there…” I took a step out the door.
 
   Watson abruptly stopped digging. Her tail stuck straight out, no longer wagging. She gave out one loud whine and picked something up. Turning, she brought it to me and gently laid it at my feet. She’d brought me a gift. She whined again, but this time it was the most soulful sound I’d ever heard a dog make. She nudged the gift she’d brought me with her black nose and turned a pair of sad brown eyes in my direction. Sherlock stood beside her, almost as though he was there to support her in her mission.
 
   I took a good look at her gift before turning back to the office where I could find my purse and cell phone.
 
   “Come,” I called softly to the dogs. They followed me inside.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-three
 
    
 
   I called Chris first. I wanted to speak to him before calling Janet. I didn’t know why, but I needed Chris by my side when the police arrived. What had started out as a decent day was turning into something just short of a dark and stormy night.
 
   “You’re joking, right?” Chris sounded perplexed more than upset.
 
   “No, Chris, the dogs found a bone. And it looks suspiciously human. Remember when they were digging by that tree in their little yard? That’s what they were digging for.”
 
   Sherlock and Watson sat, one on each side of me, watching my face. It was almost as though they were waiting for reassurance about what they’d dug up.
 
   “Are you sure it’s a human bone?” Chris asked.
 
   “I’m pretty sure, although I certainly don’t have a medical degree. And the dogs are acting very odd. I think you should drive over here.”
 
   “I’m on my way,” Chris said. “Go get Big D and ask him to take a look at the bone. His father is a doctor, so Davey should know something about bones. Don’t call Janet until I get there.” He seemed to feel the need for a united front, too. We weren’t involved in the crimes, but they were going to have a dramatic effect on us and our livelihood. If only our dogs weren’t diggers; our lives would be so much simpler.
 
   We hung up and I walked through the restaurant, looking for Big D, while the dogs shadowed me so closely that I was afraid they’d trip me. I found him in the front yard talking to a couple of the workmen.
 
   He smiled at me, leaving his employees to their work and approaching me. “Hey, Pammy, thanks for the burgers. The guys…”
 
   He took a closer look at my face and glanced behind me at the dogs, his smile still in place, but changing from friendly to concerned.
 
   “What’s wrong? You look upset and the dogs are acting weirder than usual. They look, well, clingy. Are you okay?”
 
   “They are clingy. My Labs may have made what some people would call a startling discovery. Davey, do you think you could identify a human bone if you saw one?”
 
   His smile disappeared in a heartbeat. “Yes, I probably can. My dad is a doctor. I learned a lot from him while I was growing up.”
 
   “Yeah, Chris told me. Would you come with me please?”
 
   The guys studied us, sensing something was wrong. They stood up as though to follow us, and Big D waved them off. “I’ll call you if I need you,” he said. They stood back, watching us enter the house and talking quietly to each other. We walked right through and out to the yard, with the dogs following.
 
   “Can you put the dogs in the car or something?” Big D asked.
 
   “I’ll close them in the office.” I told them to sit and closed the door behind Davey and myself.
 
   I watched as he studied the bone the dogs had found – and as his shoulders slumped. I knew he had bad news for me.
 
   “It’s human,” Davey said. “This is a tibia, or a shin bone. Is this the only bone they found?”
 
   I nodded. “Chris is on his way.”
 
   “Good.”
 
   I surveyed the back yard. “I wonder if there are many more bodies buried here. The count’s up to two now.”
 
   “Don’t know,” Big D said. “I think I’ll go out front and send the boys home. The police are probably going to dig things up around here. And just so you know, Sharon is on her way over. She wanted to take you by surprise and ask about those letters. I tried to talk her out of it, but she wouldn’t listen. You know how she is.”
 
   “Now would not be a good time for her to try to bully me about the letters,” I said. I began to feel slightly shaky, and I was cold, even though it was a warm day. A second body wasn’t supposed to be in the day’s plans, but I guess things don’t always go the way we want them to.
 
   “I think it’s too late to call her off,” he said. “I hear her out front talking to a couple of the guys right now.”
 
   His hearing must have been better than mine. I couldn’t hear a thing except the dogs scratching on the door, wanting out. Every so often they whined, sounding mournful.
 
   Big D opened the office door and squeezed through without letting the dogs out. As he entered the house, Sharon came walking around the side, looking like a woman with a purpose. I was that purpose, I felt sure. I turned away from her, facing the hole the dogs had dug.
 
   “Pamela, I want to talk to you. Why didn’t you share those letters with me? You specifically said if I – ”
 
   I turned on her like a whirlwind. “Not now, Sharon. I’ve got other things to worry about besides you and whether or not I told you about some letters.” I didn’t recognize my own voice – it sounded high and squeaky to me.
 
   She opened the fence gate and walked up to me. She started to say something, but seeing my face she stopped. “Pamela? What’s wrong? You look like somebody who’s got a bigger problem than a nosey reporter.”
 
   “You hit that one on the head,” I said.
 
   She took a step forward and I held my hand out to stop her.
 
   “Look out or you’ll step on the bone.”
 
   The look of shocked surprise on her face was priceless. “Bone? What bone?”
 
   I glanced down at the tibia and her gaze followed mine.
 
   “Another body?” She had the nerve to sound excited.
 
   “Don’t know,” I said. “But the dogs did find a bone. I’m waiting for Chris to get here and then I’m calling the police.”
 
   “Your Labs seem to have a penchant for finding bodies. What is it with those two? Are they cadaver dogs or something?”
 
   “No.” I really didn’t feel like talking at the moment. One body was one thing, but with the finding of another one, I knew the police were going to rip our restaurant and yard to shreds. Who was the second victim, assuming it was another murder? Of course it was, or why would the body be buried in the yard? Were we looking for a serial killer? Considering the ages of the people who were involved, would the killer still be living?
 
   I thought about Sherlock and Watson. I’d read about cadaver dogs, and as I recall, they reacted similarly to the way my Labs had. They seemed to almost take finding a body personally, and they were stressed out.
 
   “Maybe it’s just one bone,” Sharon said, not actually sounding hopeful.
 
   “Where there’s a tibia, there’s probably a fibula and whole lot of other bones. This is turning into a nightmare.”
 
   “Any idea who it might be?”
 
   “I’ve got a few, but I’ll let the police sort it out.” I was sure it was either Shipley or Long. Of course, it could be Alice Frye, although the bone looked rather large for a woman. She’d lived here during the early forties, too. Could we have missed someone else?
 
   “Come with me, Sharon. Let’s go wait for Chris in the office.”
 
   She pulled out her cell phone.
 
   “Sharon! Really? You’re going to call this in before the police have even been here?” She was beginning to get on my nerves – every one of them.
 
   “No, but I’m going to take a picture of that bone.”
 
   “Don’t you think that’s kind of gruesome? And tacky?”
 
   Sharon had the decency to look embarrassed, but she took a picture with her cell phone anyway. “It’s just an old white bone, no skin or tissue. This isn’t gruesome. Somehow an old bone just isn’t the same as a fresh, new body.”
 
   There was no holding back this time. I rolled my eyes so far back in my head that I figured they’d finally stick in that position, just like my mother had warned me they would. After unrolling them and blinking a couple of times, I glanced at Sharon. She hadn’t even noticed my performance.
 
   Opening the office door, I told the dogs to sit and stay. Bless their hearts; they obeyed me, although not too willingly.
 
   Sharon followed me inside. “You don’t have any chairs,” she said, complaining. “Where am I supposed to sit?”
 
   “I’m just starting to bring things in. You can sit on the edge of the desk,” I said. “But if you scratch it, you buy it. Got it?”
 
   Sharon ignored my threat and threw her purse on the desk, glancing at the dogs as though she thought they might rip it up if they got their paws on it. She hurried over to the window and watched the yard.
 
   “Are you afraid someone will take the bone?” I asked.
 
   “No. Being here when you found the first body was coincidental, and I can’t believe my luck to be here right after you found a leg bone. What are the odds?”
 
   “Okay,” I said, “that’s enough. You do realize that the bone means there’s a body somewhere, right? And a body means that someone’s life has been snuffed out. We’re talking about a second murder here. Have you no compassion, Sharon? What’s the matter with you, for crying out loud?”
 
   “Of course, I have compassion. But I also have a story to write.” I was surprised that she didn’t rub her hands together with glee. “A talented reporter has to have thick skin. I can’t let things bother me or I won’t get a good story.”
 
   “Your last story was supposed to be about putting a positive spin on our restaurant. You broke your promise to us. Why would I want to help you with an article now? I think maybe you should leave.”
 
   “Pamela, I will keep my word; just not now. When the time is right, I’ll do a story that will absolve your restaurant and you of any involvement in this fiasco. I’ll make people want to eat here, no matter what crimes took place. You’ll be the talk of Los Angeles County, and that’s a huge area. Besides, this will be a matter of public record in no time. So I get the details first, and you get a great story later on.”
 
   Surprisingly, I had a feeling she’d do exactly as she said she would – as long as she got the story she wanted.
 
   “Well, why don’t you wait here with the dogs while I go outside and watch for Chris? I want him here when I call the police.”
 
   “Why is that?” Sharon asked.
 
   “I have no idea. It just seems like he should be here. Is that alright with you?”
 
   She didn’t respond to my sarcasm, but pulled a pad of paper out of her purse and began writing with one of the pens I’d left on the desk. She wasn’t wasting any time. I grabbed the rest of my office supplies and shoved them in a corner, far from her grabby little hands.
 
   I said a brief prayer, asking for more patience, and headed for the front of the house. Before I reached the door I heard Chris’s voice and saw him talking to Big D. They appeared totally serious, with none of their regular joking. Chris looked up and waved me over.
 
   Climbing down the front steps, I said, “Can you believe this, Chris? I can’t believe this is happening. Should I call Janet now?”
 
   “Yeah, no reason to put it off any longer,” Chris replied. “I don’t want her to have a beef with us because we didn’t call her right away about a second stiff.”
 
   “Where’s Sharon?” Big D asked.
 
   “Is that dizzy broad here?” Chris asked.
 
   This time I ignored his use of the term dizzy broad. “She’s in my office, and she’s already writing a story.”
 
   “I’m not surprised,” Davey said. “She’s trying very hard to get that reporter’s job. She says she can’t stand doing the fluff stuff anymore.”
 
   “What reporter’s job?” I asked.
 
   “There’s an opening at the newspaper. One of the beat reporters is moving out of state. She wants his job and I don’t think she’s going to let anything stop her this time.”
 
   “I give up,” Chris said. “Let her do her little story. How much harm can she do to us? A second body is definitely going to make the papers, and it might as well be her story.”
 
   “Very magnanimous, Bogey Man,” I said. “She swears she’ll take care of us with a story when the time is right.”
 
   Pulling out my cell phone, I entered the phone number for the police department and asked for Janet. I found it interesting that I already had the number memorized. Miracle of miracles, she was in, but I had to wait for a minute because she was on the other line.
 
   “What’s up, Pamela?”
 
   “Uh, we have a problem here.”
 
   “Where? Did someone break into your house again?” She sounded pleasant, like she was having a good day, but concerned at the same time.
 
   “No. We’re at the restaurant. The dogs dug up a bone and it’s human.”
 
   Not surprisingly, it was quiet for a moment while she digested what I told her.
 
   “How do you know it’s a human bone? And where did they find it? Not in the basement, I hope. We didn’t miss something, did we?”
 
   “As to who looked at the bone, I have an expert here and he took a look at it. And we found it in the back yard. Can you come over here? Now?”
 
   “I’ll be there as fast as I can. Pamela, you realize that if there’s another body we’re going to have to do a thorough search of that property.”
 
   I took a deep breath. “I know. I sure am feeling like we made a big mistake when we bought this place.”
 
   “If you hadn’t, someone would have gotten away with multiple murders.”
 
   “There is that,” I said.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-four
 
    
 
   Janet showed up in record time, and not long after her arrival the technicians pulled up to the curb.
 
   Big D had convinced Sharon that she should probably stay out of the way. She planted herself in the front yard and wouldn’t budge any farther away than that. 
 
   Once again I called Constance and asked her to pick Mikey up at school. 
 
    “Of course I will, but why?” she asked.
 
   “We found a bone at the restaurant – out in the yard. It’s human.”
 
   “Pamela, knowing you is better than watching a soap opera. The darnedest things happen to you and Chris. I’m making that sound light, but I don’t mean it that way.”
 
   “I know, but I sure wish this would stop. All we want to do is open our restaurant, and instead of that we keep finding bodies.”
 
   “Are there more than two?” Constance asked, with some kind of awe in her voice. She did watch a lot of crime shows on TV, and now her friend, me, was involved in a real life crime drama.
 
   “I sure hope not, but you know that this means the coppers are going to tear up the yard here. We were going to hire someone to landscape anyway, but now it’s going to be a major undertaking.”
 
   “Is that all you’re worried about? I mean, Pamela, you’ve bought a piece of property where people have been murdered. It gives me the willies.”
 
   “I know, but it’s easier to think about landscaping than deaths. Besides, if it gives you the willies, what do you think it’ll do to our future customers? If we have any.”
 
   “I see your point.”
 
   Constance assured me she’d pick Mikey up on time and that she wouldn’t let him know what was going on.
 
   I thought about that. It would be in the newspapers, and once again the kids at school would have a field day with the news. I’d have to try to figure out a way to do some damage control before I received another call from Mikey’s teacher, Mrs. Stanhope. I decided the best thing to do would be to call her first and let her know what to expect. I wondered if she’d ever called my friend to come talk about what’s it’s like to be a private investigator. I figured she hadn’t since Mikey hadn’t mentioned it.
 
   “Pamela,” Janet called, breaking me away from my thoughts, “would you come here, please?”
 
   “Coming,” I replied.
 
   Sharon started to follow me, but I gave her a look that said don’t you dare. She read my face and stayed in the front yard, moping and mumbling to herself.
 
   Janet and I walked to the backyard together. Chris was already there, talking to one of the techs, who seemed unable to take her eyes off of my husband. Sometimes I wished that Chris didn’t look like a famous actor. Life would be so much simpler – although I never would have met Chris if it weren’t for the resemblance. I’d met him at a costume party where he’d shown up, uninvited, as Bogey. At that time he actually wanted to be a P.I., and he’d been following a real private eye in the hopes of learning from her.
 
   But I digress.
 
   “Can you tell me exactly what happened?” Janet asked.
 
   “The dogs dug up the bone and dropped it at my feet, almost like they were giving me a gift. They weren’t excited though; they seemed upset. Whiney, and almost sad.”
 
   I glanced at the techs and they were carefully digging in the spot where the dogs had found the tibia – the leg bone.
 
   “Have they found any other bones?” I asked.
 
   “Yes.” Janet didn’t say more than the one word, and I didn’t ask questions.
 
   I heard the sound of the dogs scratching on the office door.
 
   “I found one of the boarders,” Janet said. “I gave the information to Chris.”
 
   “Already?” I was surprised that she’d run someone down so fast. “Who did you find?”
 
   “A guy they called Smokey Joe. I’ve already talked to him, briefly, on the phone. He’s expecting you two to contact him.”
 
   “I thought he lived there after Blakely died.”
 
   “He did, but it wasn’t long after. I was talking to him when you called about finding the bone. He said he has some information about the boarding house.”
 
   “Pamela,” Chris said, “I think it might be a good idea to take the dogs home. They’ve had enough for one day, don’t you think?”
 
    “You’re right. And I can call Constance and tell her that she doesn’t have to pick Mikey up after all.”
 
   “No, let her pick him up. Ask her if she can keep him entertained for a while. I think we need to get busy and try to find the boarders. I’ll call the guy Janet found, and I think maybe you’d better go talk to Chance. I know I’ve got the guy’s information somewhere.” Chris dug through his pockets, looking for the note Janet had given him.
 
   “She said she doesn’t want me to come until tomorrow.”
 
   “So surprise her. She’s got to know more than she’s telling us. She was the landlord, and she has to know something. The stiff count is up to two. That tells me there was a lot more going on than we thought.”
 
   “Do you think I should try to get John to meet me over there?” I asked. “Maybe she’ll talk more with him around.”
 
   “Uh uh. I think she’ll dummy up if he’s there. She plays him like a fine-tuned fiddle, and she’ll try the pity party angle if he’s listening. Poor little me, being badgered by bad ol’ Pamela.”
 
   “Actually, you could be right. I won’t be badgering her though. I don’t know if she even has any information. I have a feeling that her life was all about her and no one else. She may have been oblivious to what was going on with the boarders.”
 
   Janet turned to face us. “I couldn’t help overhearing you two. If she was the landlord, she knows something. Trust me. It was a house, not a hotel. I’m sure she heard everything that went on in this place. The only question is, how good is her memory?”
 
   “I think it’s better than she lets on,” Chris said.
 
   “This case could come off the back burner now that we’ve found a second body. I hate to admit it, but we’re so short-staffed that I can still use your help. You two can do some of the leg work for me.” Janet’s eyes roved, moving from me and Chris to the tree, and to the hole in the ground. I could see that she was thinking, and her thoughts were probably jumbled. Too many things going on in her life would be my guess. High priority cases, cold case, and other cases taking precedence over the cold one – not to mention trying to juggle a dog and a boyfriend. And those were only the things I knew about.
 
   “Can you just imagine the flack that’ll come down if I find a ninety-some-odd year old killer? People will be sympathetic just because the guy is old.” She sighed and turned back to the digging.
 
   “How much of the yard do you think they’ll rip up?” I asked.
 
   “Most or all of it,” she said over her shoulder.
 
   “That’s what I was afraid of,” I said, more to myself than anyone else.
 
   “Before we leave, Pamela has a proposition for you,” Chris said.
 
   Janet turned to me with a questioning expression on her face.
 
    “Chris and I were thinking that, if you want to, maybe you could start leaving Friday with us while you’re at work. We can train her for you. Besides, she needs the socialization with other dogs.”
 
   “You’d do that for me and Friday?” Janet was obviously surprised.
 
   “We would.”
 
   “I think I might take you up on that, but let’s wait until we get this case out of the way.” She smiled. “At the very least, these bodies seem to have caused a friendship to form. Who woulda thought?”
 
   ***
 
   Chris took the dogs home in his car and I drove over to Chance’s apartment. The door was closed and locked. I walked to the recreation room, but there were only a few people there playing poker.
 
   “Has anyone seen Chance Murphy?” I asked.
 
   “She’s gone out,” one elderly man answered.
 
   “Do you know where?” I asked.
 
   “Don’t know and don’t care,” a woman said. “That old bat can stay away as far as I’m concerned.”
 
   I grabbed a chair from another table and pulled it over to the card players. They had opinions and I wanted to hear them. Maybe Chance being gone would work to my advantage.
 
   “Hi,” I said. “Any possibility you could tell me a little about Chance?”
 
   “Buy-in is fifty cents,” the man on my right said.
 
   “Buy-in?”
 
   “If you pay you can play, and we’ll talk to you. No play, no talk.” This came from the lady who didn’t care if Chance ever came back. She was holding the cards, ready to deal, but waited to see if I was in or not.
 
   I rooted through my purse and plunked two quarters on the table. “By the way, my name is Pamela.”
 
   “We play for pennies, honey,” said the man on my right. He very slowly counted out fifty pennies and traded them for the quarters. “Now deal those cards, Shelly.”
 
   And the game began.
 
   Shelly, the elderly woman, dealt the cards as though she’d been doing it all her life.
 
   I glanced at my hand. Two queens. Good start. “I’ll take three,” I said, when it was my turn.
 
   Shelly slapped three cards in front of me and pointed at Stuart, the man on my right. He held up two fingers and this time she slammed the cards down.
 
   “I win a lot,” Stuart said quietly, smiling behind his cards.
 
   Glancing at my new cards, I discovered that I now had three queens. I let the first hand finish before asking questions. Stuart’s three fours beat my three queens because I didn’t let on that I had a good hand. I turned my cards face down and frowned like a loser should. I wanted to stay on the good side of these people.
 
   “So whadda ya want to know about Fancy Shmancy Chancey?” Shelly asked.
 
   “Guess I don’t need to ask what you think of her, huh?” I smiled at Shelly. She didn’t smile back.
 
   “That woman has been a pain in my posterior since she moved in. She thinks she’s better than the rest of us because she has money. I don’t know what she’s doin’ livin’ here if she’s so all-fired rich. I think she made it up.”
 
   “She is a looker though,” Stuart said. “If we were both a bit younger… ”
 
   A second man at the table finally spoke up. “I knew her in the day,” he said. “She was quite a doll in those days. The kinda woman that could make a man sing for his supper, not to mention a few other things.”
 
   Shelly lightly slapped his hand, knocking his cards on the floor. “Jim, you ol’ coot, you never told me you knew that woman before.”
 
   “Well, I did,” he said, bending over to pick up his cards. “She used to sing at a gin mill in the old days. Voice like an angel, but the personality of a rogue elephant.”
 
   “I think you’ve got her mixed up with someone else,” Stuart said.
 
   “No, I don’t. Her real name was Mildred, and when she began warblin’ at that place she started going by Chance.”
 
   Shelly began to laugh. “Mildred? Now that ain’t no high and mighty name for a songbird or a rich lady. Mildred. Huh.”
 
   I knew I was on to something since he knew her given name. He wasn’t making up a story.
 
   “What else do you remember about her?” I asked, smiling at Jim.
 
   “Oh, she ran a boarding house here in town. She was real selective about who she let live there though.” Jim looked up at the ceiling, as though seeing the past there. “She didn’t want no bums livin’ in her house. I do recollect one guy who got mad at her when she wouldn’t let him move in. Course, she mighta turned him down because she found out he was married.”
 
   Stuart laughed at that one. “Wives do tend to get in the way sometimes.”
 
   “Does she remember you?” I asked.
 
   Jim frowned. “I doubt it. I was kind of a… What do they call it? Oh yeah, I was a wallflower, in those days. I was kinda quiet. Women didn’t usually notice me, at least until I met my Helen, God rest her soul.”
 
   “Do you remember how old she was when she sang at the bar?” I asked.
 
   He glanced back up at the ceiling and rubbed his chin with his thumb and index finger. “Ohhh, I’d guess mebbe twenty to twenty-five. She was quite a looker back then, too. Still is, jus’ like ol’ Stuey says.”
 
   “Are we gonna play cards or not?” Shelly asked, obviously annoyed.
 
   We each pushed some pennies into the pot and Shelly dealt the hands.
 
   Jim looked at his cards and threw them down. “I ain’t playin’ these cards. Can’t you deal me a good hand once in a while?”
 
   “What else do you recall, Jim?” I asked, also throwing in my hand.
 
   “I remember one night when some guy came in and… Now what was his name? I know it. It’ll come to me. But anyway, he was whisperin’ to her, probably sweet nothins’. She told him where to get off in no uncertain terms. That woman had a mouth on her. She might have sung like a canary, but she didn’t talk like no rich dame when she was mad.”
 
   Jim continued to watch the ceiling, like it might open up and drop a name to him.
 
   “Now what was his name? I know it’ll come to me. Anyways, he quit whisperin’ to her and started yellin’, and the bartender had to kick him out. Hmm. Something to do with boats. I remember his name had something to do with boats.”
 
   My little heart did a tap dance. “Shipley?” I asked. “Could it have been Sam Shipley?”
 
   Jim slapped his knee. “That was it, Sam Shipley. Funny thing is, I didn’t think he was interested in her until she started yellin’ at him. He was at her about something, that’s for sure, but the things she yelled had to do with him tryin’ to be, uh, too friendly.” The little old man looked down, appearing embarrassed.
 
   “He wanted a romance with Chance,” Shelly sang out. “What a dope.”
 
   “We were all dopes back then,” Stuart said.
 
   “Speak for yourself.” Jim gave Stuart a crooked smile. “I had a brain, and I wouldn’t have gone for a woman like her. Now, I might have gone for her friend, Alice. Alice Cook? No, that’s not right. Oh yeah, Alice Frye. I was thinkin’ of a fry cook.”
 
   If Jim had said I-30, I’d have yelled BINGO! What a memory! It seemed that the boarders had interacted more than we’d thought, and Jim had witnessed a little of that interaction.
 
   “Uh oh,” Stuart said. “Shelly, you just dealt me the dead man’s hand. Would ya be more careful in the future?”
 
   “I don’t control the cards,” she replied.
 
   “What’s a dead man’s hand?” I asked.
 
   “Aces and eights,” Shelly replied.
 
   Somehow a dead man’s hand seemed appropriate since I was asking so many questions revolving around murder.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-five
 
    
 
   I played cards with my new friends for about half an hour, hoping that Chance might return. She didn’t.
 
   The only other information that I got from Jim was that Alice had hung around the bar once in a while, seemingly as Chance’s sidekick. Jim thought she was cute, but the two women had suddenly quit coming in. Jim thought they might have had a falling out.
 
   Glancing at my watch, I said, “Well, it’s been fun, but I’ve got a son and husband to get home to. I hope I see you all again.”
 
   “You’re okay, Pamela,” Shelly said. “Come back and join us again sometime, and bring your nickels. We don’t always play penny ante.”
 
   “Thanks. I enjoyed myself.” Surprisingly, I really had. Although I hadn’t learned any more about Chance and her boarders, the seniors had shared other stories with me about their younger days, and they laughed at each other’s antics. They were nice people. And Shelly had invited me back. I felt much the same way I had back in school when I passed a dreaded test.
 
   I drove home brimming with hope that we were on our way to solving crimes, and I couldn’t wait to tell Chris what I’d learned. His car wasn’t there so I assumed he was meeting with Smokey Joe. I wondered what his real name was.
 
   It was four-thirty when Chris pulled up, and he had Mikey with him. They brought in a bag from a local rib shop, which included potato skins and cole slaw in addition to the barbequed ribs.
 
   “As long as I was out, I thought I’d pick up Ace and dinner.”
 
   “Works for me,” I said, giving both of my boys a hug. “Are you going to do the cleanup, too?”
 
   “Don’t get carried away, Mom,” Mikey said.
 
   Chris gently smacked the back of Mikey’s head. “Of course, we’ll clean up the dishes.”
 
   He leaned down and whispered to Mikey, but I couldn’t hear what he said.
 
   “Oh, yeah,” Mikey said. “I forgot we’ll be using paper plates tonight.”
 
   Mikey grinned while Chris grimaced.
 
   We sat down to dinner after I made a point of setting the table with my good china.
 
   “See what you did, Ace?” Chris asked. “Maybe next time you’ll keep your mouth shut.” The two waited for me to sit down before joining me.
 
   “The kid is still wet behind the ears,” Chris said, patting my hand. “He’s got a lot to learn between now and when he marries.”
 
   Mikey thumped himself on the forehead. “Yup. I guess I do.”
 
   While we ate, Mikey told us about his day, but the further he got into rib eating, the quieter things were around the table.
 
   “Have you had a chance to meet with… ” I glanced at my son who was concentrating on his ribs. “…anyone yet?”
 
   Chris glanced at Mikey, too, before answering me. “Turns out Smokey Joe’s real name is Tim Collins, and he lives in Florida. I’m going to call him after dinner.”
 
   “I’ll tell you about my trip to Chance’s place later,” I said. “I met some interesting seniors who live there and one of them knew Chance when she was young.”
 
   “Hmm.” I’d lost Chris to the ribs, as well as Mikey.
 
   “So where were you if you didn’t meet with Smokey Joe?” I asked.
 
   “I drove over and talked to a couple of our waitresses. They both said they’d be ready to come back to us when we open the new restaurant.”
 
   “Do they know what’s been going on?”
 
   “Yeah, and they don’t care. They said we’re their goombahs and that’s all that matters.”
 
   “Oh, they said we’re their friends.” I could have cried. Loyalty was high on my list of things I like about a person. “Who did you talk to?”
 
   “Phyllis and Gloria, our resident Marilyn Monroe and Myrna Loy. They love playing those roles.”
 
   “Who knew? Well, bless their hearts, I like them, too. However, Bogey Man, I think they’ve spent too much time around you if they’re using words like goombah.”
 
   “Smokey Joe?” Mikey’s head popped up. “What kind of name is that?”
 
   “Oh, he’s just a guy,” Chris said casually.
 
   “A little slow on the uptake, isn’t he?” I said.
 
   “Good ribs,” Mikey said, grinning again.
 
   After we finished eating, true to their word, Chris and Mikey cleaned up the dishes while I sat in the living room and looked through a magazine. Even when I heard the sound of breaking glass, I retained my composure. Mostly.
 
   Mikey went upstairs to do his homework and Chris picked up the phone to call Florida.
 
   “Isn’t it a little late?” I asked.
 
   He looked at his watch. “I guess it is. I’ll call him first thing in the morning – after Ace leaves for school.”
 
   ***
 
   The next morning I asked Chris to wait until I took Mikey to school before he called Smokey Joe. He agreed and told me to get back as soon as I could.
 
   Half an hour later I pulled into the driveway and hurried into the house, bearing a bag of donuts. We’d been in a rush and only had a light breakfast.
 
   I set them on the table. “Call Smokey Joe first,” I said. “I can’t wait to find out what he has to tell us.”
 
   Chris dialed the number and when the phone began to ring he put it in speaker mode.
 
   “Hello?” said a younger sounding voice, not at all what I expected.
 
   “Is Tim Collins in?” Chris asked.
 
   “Hold on a minute,” the man replied.
 
   We could hear him calling, “Hey, Smokey! It’s for you.”
 
   He came back to the phone and told us it would take a couple of minutes for Smokey to get to the phone, and would we hold on?
 
   While we waited, Chris and I looked at each other.
 
   “What are we going to say?” I asked.
 
   “We’re going to ask about the boarding house. He told Janet that he had some information, so I’m going to ask him what he knows.”
 
   “At least we know they still call him Smokey. I wonder if he knew any of the others. Blakely would have already gone missing, but he could have known Sam Shipley or Dudley Long. He might have known Alice Frye, too.”
 
   After what seemed like a very long time, Smokey finally picked up the receiver.
 
   “Who’s this?” he asked.
 
   “My name is Chris Cross. I understand that you spoke to Janet Riley yesterday about the time you lived in a boarding house in Los Angeles. You rented a room from Chance Murphy, or you might have known her as Mildred.”
 
   “Oh, yeah, Detective Riley told me you’d be calling. What do you need to know?” Smokey’s voice sounded strong, even though he was soft-spoken. And he sounded alert, which was a huge plus. He was probably around Chance’s age, I would think.
 
   “The body of a man who lived there before your time has been found and we’re investigating. We’re trying to figure out what happened to him. Do you remember Sam Shipley, Dudley Long or Alice Frye?”
 
   “Can’t say as any of those names ring a bell, but I didn’t live there very long.”
 
   “What do you remember about Chance Murphy? Anything you tell me could help,” Chris said.
 
   “Well, she was a headstrong young woman, but… She changed my life. Simple as that, although I guess it wasn’t really simple. Let me tell you what happened.” He was quiet for a moment and we could hear the other man talking in the background. “Hold on a second.”
 
   “Yes, I will,” Smokey said to the other man. “Say, son, would you bring me a glass of water. These old pipes get mighty dry these days.”
 
   We waited for a moment longer.
 
   Turning back to the phone, he said, “That’s my grandson, George. I live with him and his wife. They’re good people.
 
   “So back to my story. Did you kind of wonder why I’m called Smokey Joe?”
 
   “I’ve been wondering,” I said.
 
   “Well, now, who does that lovely voice belong to?” We’d forgotten to tell him I’d be listening in.
 
   “I’m Chris’s wife, Pamela. I’m listening in because we’re working on this together. So why do they call you Smokey Joe?”
 
   “Nice to meet you, Mrs. Cross. I signed up for the army at a very young age. Actually, I lied about my age so I could serve. In those days we were all about mom, apple pie and protecting our country. So I served. I spent time overseas, and I saw things that would curl your hair, but I won’t go into that. When I came home, I started drinking and smoking. I guess you’d call me a chain smoker – and Smokey Joe was born. But the drinking didn’t help me forget what I’d seen. So I drank more and smoked more.
 
   “My family couldn’t take it and my father kicked me out of the house. That’s how I ended up taking a room at Chance’s place. Actually, I lived in her garage. She’d turned it into a nice little apartment. Well, I made a mess out of things there, too. I drank too much one night and fell asleep while I was smoking. I burned Chance’s garage down.”
 
   “How’d you get out?” Chris asked.
 
   “Chance was just coming home from somewhere and saw the smoke. She ran in and woke me up. The two of us barely got out with our lives. Fires move a lot faster than people realize.”
 
   “With a story like that, what made you keep the nickname, Smokey?” I asked.
 
   “It’s a reminder of what could have happened. And let me tell you, Chance changed my life that night. She was quite a woman, but she didn’t know it.”
 
   “How did she change your life?” Chris asked.
 
   “She was so angry with me that she said the things that everyone else had been holding back. People felt sorry for me for being so young and having gone to war. No one was honest with me about what I’d become until Chance pulled me out of that fire and let me have it – with both barrels, I might add. I can still hear her calling me a no good bum.” Smokey chuckled. “She told me I was the sorriest excuse for a man she’d ever seen, and she said I’d better quit feeling sorry for myself before someone got hurt. Amongst other things, she said she didn’t care what happened to me, but she didn’t want to see anyone else get hurt because of me. That young woman made me look at myself that night like no one else had ever done.”
 
   “You make her sound different than the woman we met a few days ago,” I said.
 
   “Was the woman you met conceited and in love with herself?” Smokey asked.
 
   “Pretty much,” I replied.
 
   Smokey laughed at that. “Yes, indeed, you met Chance. She thought she was a gift that God gave the world. The fact that she changed my life doesn’t mean she was actually trying to help me. She was angry because I burned down her garage. That’s all she cared about, and she never knew that she changed me.”
 
   Chris rolled his upper lip under and scrunched up his face before trying to bring Smokey back to the Blakely death. “Smokey, Janet Riley said you had a story to tell about the boarding house that might help us. What was that story?”
 
   “Well, she put me in mind of an incident that happened during one of my more sober days. I’d only lived there a few weeks when a man showed up at the door looking for someone who used to live there. He said he needed to see this man because the man owed him some money, and he needed it.
 
   “I recall Chance asking him to leave, and she was none too friendly with her request. She told the man that the other man owed her money, too. She seemed quite upset that the fellow at the door would show his face around her place after what he’d done.”
 
   “Was anything said about what he did?” I asked.
 
   “No, I couldn’t tell you that. Although, he sounded indignant. I remember very clearly that he said, ‘What I did? You’re the one who should be hiding her face.’ I didn’t get the feeling that there was any romance lost between these two.”
 
   “Do you know his name?” I asked.
 
   “I know his name was mentioned, after he left, but I don’t recall what it was.”
 
   “Could it have been Sam Shipley or Dudley Long?”
 
   He was quiet for a moment. “I’m sorry, but I just don’t remember.”
 
   “Do you remember who else was living at Chance’s when you were there?” Chris asked. “We’re trying to talk to anyone we can find.”
 
   “Well, to be honest, I really don’t recall. Like I said, I only lived there a short time before my life turned around, and I was at least half drunk most of that time. I do know that something had happened and all of the previous tenants had left. Everyone living there when I moved in was new to the boarding house.”
 
   “Just out of curiosity, Smokey, what did you do with your life after the big change took place?” I asked.
 
   He laughed heartily at that. “I headed in the opposite direction of where I’d been going. I turned my life over to the Lord and became a preacher. I’m eighty-nine now, and I just recently retired. My son is taking over my church for me.”
 
   “Well, I’ll be,” I said. “I guess when Chance turns a man around, she does a good job of it.”
 
   “That she does,” Smokey said. “And she had so much fire in her. Someone had recommended the boarding house to me and they’d described her as a quiet little thing.” He laughed. “There was nothing quiet about her.”
 
   We didn’t say anything for a moment, trying to think of what else we could ask.
 
   “Now let me ask you a question,” Smokey said. “You said you’re looking into someone’s death. Who was it and how did he die?”
 
   “He was a boarder who lived there before your time, named Charles Blakely, and he was murdered,” Chris said.
 
   “Now that’s a name that does ring the proverbial bell,” Smokey said. “That’s who the fellow at the door was looking for. After all these years, I can’t believe I remember that name.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-six
 
    
 
   After talking to Smokey for a few more minutes, we hung up and turned to each other. Chris appeared thoughtful, so maybe he’d taken more away from the conversation than I had.
 
   “I guess we didn’t really learn that much, did we?” I asked.
 
   “Well, we know more now than we did an hour ago. We know that someone came back looking for Blakely, and Smokey confirmed that Chance thought Blakely had run out on her, owing her money.”
 
   “It’s nice to have a little confirmation once in a while. So what now?”
 
   The phone rang, interrupting our conversation.
 
   “Hello?” I said, picking up the receiver.
 
   “Pamela, this is Janet. I’m over at your property right now and wondered if you two might like to meet me here. I can’t get away for a while and I thought we could exchange information.”
 
   “Have you found more bodies?” I asked, not really wanting to hear the answer but needing to ask.
 
   “No. I’m here with the techs and we’re looking to see if we missed anything. We didn’t find too much with the body. It’ll just be easier to meet here.”
 
   “Chris talked to Smokey Joe, but I’ll tell you about it when we get there. See you in a few.”
 
   I pushed the Off button and set the phone back in its cradle, leaning back in my chair before turning to Chris. It seemed like we’d been so busy since the restaurant burned down. There were so many things going on, and most of them weren’t of our doing. Sometimes a person needs to take a deep breath before getting on with life and what it hands us. Chris waited patiently while I pulled my thoughts together – thoughts of Blakely and Midge and Pidge, of an elderly woman who seemed to believe she was still the belle of the ball, of lost loves and Sam Shipley, and of a second body. And most importantly, I thought of a killer who’d taken so much from so many.
 
   “That was Janet,” I said.
 
   “I figured. It sounded like she wants to see us?”
 
   “She asked us to meet her at the restaurant. And, by the way, they haven’t found any more remains.”
 
   “That’s good news, for a change. You know, Pamela, these are old crimes. We haven’t really felt any sense of urgency about this, but for some reason finding the second body has made it feel different. Does that make sense?”
 
   “It does. In fact, I was thinking that we need to call Midge and let her know about our progress, or lack thereof. “
 
   Chris gave me a look. “Now what kind of private eye would I be if I didn’t keep in touch with our client? I’ve called her twice over the past few days and updated her.”
 
   I smiled. “Chris, you’re not a P.I.”
 
   He smiled back at me. “I know, but it sure feels like it. By the way, I told Midge that we’d like to meet with her mother. Maybe we can learn more about Blakely and about his time at the boarding house.”
 
   “Good idea. When are we supposed to meet her?”
 
   “This afternoon, around four o’clock.”
 
   “And when were you going to tell me, Bogey Man? As we pulled up to her house?”
 
   “It slipped my mind, but I would have remembered eventually, Cupcake.”
 
   “I’ll call Constance about picking Mikey up at school.”
 
   Giving Chris a kiss, I grabbed the car keys and said, “Let’s go before I start losing confidence in you.”
 
   “Never gonna happen, dollface.”
 
   I gave him another kiss, one with more energy behind it, and thought about staying home. The look on his face said he might be thinking the same thing, but then he grabbed the car keys out of my hand and headed for the door, patting my behind on the way past me. “Later, babe.”
 
   I sighed, wishing for a brief moment that we had normal lives. No restaurant, no dead bodies, no schedules to keep, no elderly vamps. Vamps?
 
   “Uh, Chris, I just thought of Chance in terms of being a vamp.”
 
   He laughed, like I thought he would. “Let’s think of her as the Duchess. It fits her and what she seems to think of herself.”
 
   “That’s definitely better than The Vamp,” I said, climbing into the car. Where on earth had that old-fashioned term come from? It wasn’t a regular word in my personal vocabulary, and yet it seemed to fit Chance.
 
   Arriving at the restaurant, we headed for the backyard and what I expected to be a big mess. The coppers hadn’t disappointed me. The grass was torn up and there was dirt everywhere, which reminded me that I needed to call a landscaper.
 
   Janet waved us over. “The second guy didn’t fare as well as Blakely. He was exposed to the elements out here. He had a wallet, but it was a cheap one and everything in it has pretty much disintegrated. Our initial digging didn’t turn up anyone else, so now we’re concentrating on this burial site. We have an expert looking at his remains, but I don’t expect much. Hopefully we’ll find something to identify him. I have a feeling I know who he is, though.”
 
   “Want to share with us?” Chris asked.
 
   “I did more research last night and I found Sam Shipley’s sister through a cousin who’s also named Shipley. The sister said that Sam moved out of the boarding house around the time we’re interested in. He came to visit her and after about a month he returned to California. She never heard from him again. Nothing. No letters, no calls, nothing. The family tried to find him, but they didn’t have the resources that we have now.”
 
   “Uh oh,” I said, glancing at the techs and where they were digging. “I have a feeling you might be right.”
 
   Chris told Janet about our conversation with Smokey Joe. “He moved in not long after Blakely went missing. He said he’d been there a couple of weeks when a stranger showed up at the door looking for Blakely. The timing might be right if Shipley went to visit his sister and then returned to Los Angeles. Collins couldn’t remember the name of the stranger, although he’s sure he heard it.”
 
   “We gave him the names, but Blakely’s was the only one he remembered,” I added.
 
   “I think we need to find Dudley Long,” Chris said. “He may know something. Then again, he could be the killer.”
 
   I remembered that Dudley was the one who’d had a falling out with his girlfriend. I’d like to find him to hear the outcome of that situation. Okay, call me nosey, but I wanted his story to have a good ending. I’d hate to think a misunderstanding had ruined a young girl’s life, not to mention his. Although, like Chris said, he could be a killer. He may have ruined a lot of lives.
 
   “Janet,” I asked, “could we be missing someone? Could the killer be an outside force; someone who didn’t even live here?”
 
   “It’s possible, but I doubt it because the bodies were buried here. Someone had to have access to the place and they had to know when everyone would be gone so they could get rid of the bodies and the evidence.”
 
   “I guess you’re right.”
 
   “Hey, Riley,” one of the techs called, “wanna come here?”
 
   “Coming,” she called.  “Did you find something?”
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   Chris and I watched as the tech handled something very carefully. Janet squatted down to see what he’d found.
 
   I couldn’t stand it. “What is it?”
 
   “A button. A very interesting button, but not specifically related to a man’s or a woman’s clothing. It could have come off of the victim’s clothing, or the killer’s clothing. Or it could have come from something that had nothing to do with the murder. It could have fallen off of someone’s shirt and become buried over the years.”
 
   Janet brought the button over for us to look at. It was oblong and wooden, and had some type of coating on it that had partially protected it from damage. I didn’t see anything interesting about it.
 
   Janet apparently read my look and said, “Take a closer look. It has the design of an animal etched on it.”
 
   She was right, although I couldn’t make out what kind of animal it was. It had worn down a bit.
 
   “How was this guy killed?” Chris asked. “Do you know yet?”
 
   “Blunt force trauma to the back of the head, just like the other one.” Janet turned back to the tech and spoke in a quiet voice.
 
   “Do you want anything else from us?” I asked.
 
   “No, but you’re going to have more research time than I will for a few days. See if you can dig anything up on Shipley or Long. Please. Sorry, I’ve gotten used to giving orders. This is a request, not an order.”
 
   “Can I ask a question?” I asked.
 
   “Shoot,” Janet replied.
 
   “Have you found anything out about Alice Frye?”
 
   “It looks like she vanished. Does that surprise you? I can’t find any record of her after she lived here. All these people disappearing is making my job a whole lot more difficult. I hope someone turns up soon, and not in another grave.”
 
   Raising my eyebrows, I glanced at the ground where the tech was digging. “Are you sure this one was a male?”
 
   “This was definitely a male victim. It wasn’t Alice Frye.”
 
   “One more question. Have you given enough information to Sharon Stone for her to write a story?”
 
   Janet turned her head toward me and smiled. “Yes, although it won’t be very definitive. She’s going to have to work to get any more information from me.”
 
   I smiled an evil little smile and did a small jig as Chris and I turned to walk out front to the car. His eyes had a faraway look in them and he didn’t notice. I wished people would quit missing my performances. After all, they were mostly for the benefit of others, like the giant eye roll I’d done for Sharon. I heard Janet chuckle and felt vindicated.
 
   “Okay, Pamela, I’m going to concentrate on Dudley Long and Alice Frye. And we’re going to see Chance again. The Duchess knows more than she’s telling us.”
 
   “I agree. We need to sit down and decide exactly what we’re going to ask her before we go over there, too.”
 
   ***
 
   Shortly after arriving home, Chris poured himself a glass of iced tea and headed for the computer.
 
   After calling Constance about Mikey, I punched in Chance’s number. She was expecting me to come see her, but we’d never settled on a time. I knew in my heart that as soon as she heard Chris was coming with me she’d open the doors wide and welcome us (or more specifically, him) with open arms. I glanced at the clock while I waited for her to answer, and was surprised that it was still relatively early. It was only a quarter to eleven. We hadn’t spent much time with Janet.
 
   Chance answered on the third ring. “Hello? Who is it?”
 
   “It’s Pamela Cross. Okay, Duch… uh, Chance, you’re getting your wish. Chris is coming with me today.”
 
   “Oh, marvelous. I do hope he’ll do his impression of Mr. Bogart again. What time are you coming? I’ll set up some canapés and cold drinks.”
 
   “That’s why I’m calling. What time would you like us to come over? Oh, and you don’t need to go to any trouble about snacks. We’ll be fine without them.”
 
   “No trouble at all, dear. It will be worth it to see that man again. Why don’t you come around noon?”
 
   I gritted my teeth and had to force myself to unclench them before I responded to her, reminding myself that she was only an old woman. “We’ll be there. But please remember we’re coming over looking for information. Maybe you could put on your thinking cap and try to remember some of what went on back in 1942? We’d really appreciate that.”
 
   “Oh, yes. I’ll see what I can do.” Her tone of voice had changed. I didn’t think she liked being reminded that it wasn’t a social call.
 
   Again, I remembered that she was an elderly woman and probably didn’t have much company. “We’ll stay and visit with you for a while, too.” Could I be magnanimous or what?
 
   “Oh, gads, there’s not much time. I’d better get busy. I can’t wait!” She’d immediately perked up, making me feel small and petty for letting her annoy me.
 
   After we hung up, Chris walked slowly into the kitchen, reading a piece of paper he held in his hand.
 
   “What’s that, Bogey Man?”
 
   “You can’t imagine how many hits you get when you enter a name. But there’s at least a possibility I found Dudley Long.” His expression didn’t relay joy at his success.
 
   “Where is he?”
 
   “Dead.”
 
   “Dead?”
 
   “As a doornail. If this is the right Dudley, he died about two years ago.”
 
   “Now what do we do?” I asked.
 
   “He had relatives. We contact them.”
 
   “Dead. Are you sure? I mean that it’s the right Dudley Long.”
 
   “Dead sure. How’s that for an answer?”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-seven
 
    
 
   “Do you have any of his relatives’ names?” I asked. “Could his wife have been named Natalie?”
 
   “How did you know that?”
 
   “Just a hunch, and that tells me he’s the right Dudley.” It also told me about a happy ending to a long ago romance.
 
   “What are you smiling about?”
 
   “Nothing.”
 
   I kept smiling, even when I told Chris that Chance was expecting us at noon. We didn’t have much time to drive to her place, so Chris left his notes on the kitchen table and went out back to check on the dogs.
 
   “They’re sure being quiet this afternoon,” he said.
 
   “Finding that bone seemed to upset them yesterday. I’d be surprised if I hadn’t read articles about cadaver dogs. There seems to be a special connection between dogs and humans, and they feel grief, just like we do. But these are family dogs with lots of love to share. They’ll get over it. We’ll give them extra attention, if we ever get to stay home long enough.”
 
   Traffic was good and we made it to Chance’s place with time to spare. I made a quick check at the recreation room to see if Shelly and the boys were there. They weren’t, and I was disappointed. I wanted to introduce them to Chris.
 
   We walked over to Chance’s little apartment and she opened the door before we could knock.
 
   “I’ve been watching for you,” she said. “What was so interesting about that social room?”
 
   “Nothing.” I didn’t want to give Jim away and alert her that someone in the apartments knew her when she was young. “I just wanted to take a peek.”
 
   “Well, there’s not much to look at over there.” Chance shut the door behind us, effectively closing out the rest of the world. Her curtains were drawn and the only light was from the kitchen and two lamps in the living room.
 
   She waved her hands at us, inviting us to sit down, and I saw that she had large, and apparently very expensive, rings on her fingers – her thumbs were the only appendages that didn’t sparkle. Maybe she really did have money. Or at least she did at one time.
 
   “Make yourselves comfortable. I’m looking forward to chatting with the two of you. Pamela, you look lovely today.”
 
   “Thank you,” I said, surprised at her compliment.
 
   Chance wore her hair in a French braid, and I noticed she’d taken more time with her make-up. She had on a capri-length light blue pants and a loose flowered blouse with accenting shades of off-white and blue. Her feet were adorned with classic white sandals. She’d prepared for our visit this time. Looking at her, I still couldn’t believe this woman was ninety. I guess it’s in the genes or it’s not.
 
   “Let me just bring out the canapés and we’ll settle in, dears.” Chance removed a cloth from a plate and brought it out for us. When she set it down I noticed that her hands shook, like so many older people, and it struck me that even though she looked young, her hands gave her away. They were arthritic looking and the veins stood out. Maybe she wore the rings to distract people from noticing her hands.
 
   Returning to her kitchen, she opened the refrigerator and placed three cans of soda pop on a tray with three glasses. With just a small breakfast bar separating the living room from the kitchen, we could see everything she was doing. I had no idea where she could have found fancy canapés on such short notice, but she had. Of course, they could have been something frozen that she’d popped in her apartment-sized oven.
 
   Chris hurried to the kitchen to help her carry the tray and drinks. He took the tray from her and she gushed, telling him what a gentleman he was.
 
   Of course, I rolled my eyes, but neither one of them saw me. Actually, I was glad they hadn’t looked up. She was trying to be a good hostess – I had to give her that. And so far, she’d been pleasant to me, as well as Chris. She wasn’t ignoring me in order to concentrate on him. I’d enjoyed my time with Shelly, Jim and Stuart, so why couldn’t I enjoy Chance? I’d just have to try harder.
 
   Sitting down, Chance turned first to me, and then to Chris. “Well. Here we are again. Let’s get the business out of the way so we can enjoy ourselves. What is it that you want to ask me?”
 
   Chris spoke first. “Chance, I’d like you to tell me what you remember about certain tenants that lived in your boarding house. Specifically, we’re interested in Charles Blakely, Sam Shipley, Dudley Long and Alice Frye. Do you remember all of them?”
 
   An emotion flashed across her face so fast that I couldn’t read it. One of those names had caused a reaction in her. She recovered so quickly that I wondered if it had been my imagination.
 
   Chance smiled broadly for Chris. “I most certainly do. I don’t know how much I can tell you though. They were just boarders, not people I knew well.”
 
   “But you must have learned things about them while they lived there,” I said. “I understand that you probably didn’t socialize with them, but you would have probably heard them talking to each other, and I’m sure they told you things, too. Why don’t we start with Charles? What do you remember about him?”
 
   Chance smiled the sweet smile of remembrance. “Oh, Charles. Such a nice young man. Well, he might have actually been younger than me when he lived at the house, but that didn’t matter. He was a handsome man – tall and dark-haired. He was always so polite, asking if he could help with things. Since he was out of work, he spent a lot of time at the house. He’d change light bulbs for me, and if something needed fixing, he’d take care of it. He mowed the lawn for me, too, and planted flowers. I gave him a little break on his rent to make up for the things he did.”
 
   I thought back to our first meeting with Chance. She’d appeared shocked when we told her a body had been found, and she’d remembered Charles Blakely with fondness, but she hadn’t seemed overly upset. I was surprised because her description of him sounded like she was quite fond of him. I also realized that her comment about these people being just boarders wasn’t necessarily true.
 
   “I believe he had quite a crush on me at that time.” Chance raised her eyebrows and looked at us as though trying to see how we’d react.
 
   “Well, he probably did,” I said, giving her the reaction she apparently needed. “I gather you were quite a catch in those days; beautiful and rich, as I hear it.”
 
   “There was a lot more to me than that, Pamela.”
 
   She’d practically spit my name out, and I knew immediately that I’d better do some damage control. “What I mean is, you had everything going for you. I’m sure he had a crush on you, just as you thought.”
 
   “Yes. He did.” She turned back to Chris, apparently miffed at me.
 
   “What else can you tell us about him?” Chris asked.
 
   “Not much, really. I didn’t encourage his amorous advances, although he kept trying to… Well, I just didn’t.
 
   “And then he ran out on me, owing me money, or so I thought. It’s distressing to hear that he actually died. And you say they found his body in my house? How could that happen?”
 
   I had to admit, she did look distressed.
 
   “I was there most of the time. I can’t imagine who could have buried him under a cement slab in my cellar. You’d think I would have known that something wasn’t right. I feel like such a dimwit. Could I have been that oblivious to my surroundings?”
 
   Deciding it was time to switch gears, I asked, “What about Sam Shipley? Would you tell us what you remember about him?”
 
   “Oh, yes, Sam Shipley. I think I mentioned him to you when you were here before. He frightened me. There was something threatening about him, and he used that to intimidate me. I didn’t like him very much, but he had a crush on me, too. He asked me to go out with him and I refused. That’s when he started acting pushy with me.”
 
   Chance’s face looked like she’d just bitten into a lemon.
 
   “What did he do that was pushy?” I asked.
 
   She turned to me and the sour expression didn’t leave her face. I wasn’t sure if she was still remembering Shipley or if it was directed at me.
 
   “He was a big man and he tried to use that to his advantage. I’m tall, but he towered over me. He’d move in too close and look down at me, with his arms crossed over his chest, like he was daring me to cross him. I had to tell him to move out.” Chance’s face had darkened and her eyes were slits. She seemed to be remembering something she didn’t like. “He moved without any trouble though. I’m the one no one should cross. I owned that house, so I had my rights. No one could live there that I didn’t want in the house.”
 
   “Do you know what happened to him after that?” Chris asked.
 
   “No, I never heard from him again, and good riddance to bad rubbish.”
 
   Oh, my. I half expected her to turn her head and spit on the floor. Chance could be nasty when she wanted to, and it appeared that Sam Shipley had been a recipient of her anger.
 
   “How about Dudley Long?” Chris asked. “What do you remember about him?”
 
   Chance smiled. “Oh, Dudley was one of the good ones. He always had a pleasant word for everyone. He’d decided to join up and go to war. If memory serves, he was going to join the Navy. He did have a flaw though.”
 
   “And what was that?” I asked.
 
   Chance smiled a very self-satisfied grin. “He had a girl when he moved in, and he wanted me, too. You’d think one woman would have been enough for him. But, no. He was joining the Navy, so maybe he figured he needed to sow some wild oats in case he didn’t come back. I was beautiful back then and men just seemed to flock to me. His attention wasn’t unexpected.” Her hands fluttered with delight as she spoke.
 
   “When did Dudley move out?” Chris asked.
 
   “Not long after Charles left – or died, as I now know. He moved back with his mother for a time before he went into the Navy. I have a feeling he got back together with that mealy-mouthed girlfriend of his, which was his loss.”
 
   “Why was it his loss?” I asked. I couldn’t help myself.
 
   She looked at me as though I’d just asked the dumbest question she’d ever heard. “Because if he’d played his cards right, he could have had me.”
 
   “Ah. I see.”
 
   I was beginning to understand Chance’s fascination with Chris. She seemed to believe any man who met her wanted her, even now. Listening to her, I realized she’d taken vanity and self-indulgence to a new level. It was no wonder she’d lived to the ripe old age of ninety. She never worried about anything but herself, and she seemed to feel she was mostly perfect.
 
   I glanced in Chris’s direction, but he wouldn’t make eye contact with me. I could see his lips quivering, like he wanted to smile, but he didn’t. Instead, he rolled his upper lip under and concentrated on Chance. “Okay, what about Alice Frye? Did she figure into any of the things that went on around the boarding house?”
 
   “Alice? She was my best friend for a while. Then she changed and I couldn’t abide her behavior. I had to ask her to move out, too.”
 
   “Why was that?”
 
   “I used to sing. Did you know that? I had what they called a sultry, steamy voice. Sexy as all get out, some used to say. I could have had a career with a big band if it hadn’t been for my circumstances.
 
   “Anyways, I used to sing at Dapper Dan’s, a cocktail lounge – by invitation, of course. Alice would come with me and listen to me, and we’d have a grand ol’ time. We were such good friends that they began to call us the Gold Dust Twins. Then we’d walk home together. It was safer to leave a cocktail lounge with two of us together.”
 
   Chance was smiling a genuinely happy smile for once. I could see that singing and the friendship were happy memories for her. The smile suddenly disappeared as though someone had flipped a switch, and it was replaced with that sour, bite-a-lemon look again.
 
   “Well, one night I drove up to Dapper Dan’s to see what was going on. It was the first time I’d ever gone by myself, without Alice. I wasn’t scheduled to sing that night. Lo and behold, when I walked inside that honky tonk, there was Alice, big as life and singing in my place, flirting with all of the men. She betrayed me. Do you understand what I’m saying?”
 
   “Yes, I do, Duchess,” Chris said.
 
   Chance smiled at him before reaching over and patting his hand. “I like that. What pet name do you have for Pamela?”
 
   Uh oh. This was Chance’s competitive side.
 
   “Your Highness,” Chris replied.
 
   “Oh, you.” Chance knew he was joking and lightly slapped his hand. “One thing you might want to think about, Chris, is that friends of the boarders came to the house, too. That would add to your list of suspects.”
 
   “Do you remember any of them?” Chris asked.
 
   “There were a couple who were quite memorable. Charles had two friends who seemed shady, at least to me. They were always wanting him to go to out and get drunk with them, among other things. Now mind you, I don’t know what Charles was up to, but I once saw these two men slipping him some money. They were paying him for something, but I don’t know what it could have been.”
 
   “Chance, I heard from someone, and I don’t recall who it was, that one of the boarders we’ve been talking about returned to the boarding house and had words with you. From what I can gather, it would have been after everyone had moved out and been replaced. Who was that man?” I asked.
 
   “I don’t recall,” she said, thoughtfully. “It’s been a long time since the boarding house was a part of my life. No, I don’t remember anyone coming back and arguing with me.”
 
   Selective memories can be quite convenient. She’d remembered a lot about the boarders. Why not the return of one of them?
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-eight
 
    
 
   I wanted to learn more about Chance and her past, so I tried to hit on something near and dear to her. “You said that you’d have sung with a big band if it hadn’t been for your circumstances,” I reminded her. “Would you mind telling us what you meant?”
 
   “My parents passed on.”
 
   “At the same time? Were they in an accident or something?” I asked.
 
   “They’d gone to the club for dinner and dancing one night. While they were there enjoying themselves, a storm moved in. The roads were slick with rain. Daddy had too much to drink, and on the drive home he missed a curve and slid right over a cliff.”
 
   “You don’t sound too upset,” I said. “Of course, this was a long time ago.”
 
   “Yes, it was. A very long time ago. But you asked about my circumstances. The problem was that my sister and I fought over the inheritance. Mother and Daddy left me the bulk of their estate. They didn’t like my brother-in-law and they didn’t want him putting his hands on their money and property. I was so busy with the courts, my sister, and the estate that I had to put my singing career on hold. By the time we’d sorted things out, it was too late for me.”
 
   “I’m sorry to hear that. Both about your parents and about your singing career,” I said. “I would assume that you and your sister made up since your nephew and you seem so close.”
 
   “I didn’t know John until a few years ago. My sister and I never did mend any fences, but when she died I was the only family John had, so he moved out here. He’s so different from my sister. We get along famously, and when my time comes, he’ll inherit the estate. It was quite large you know.”
 
   “The estate?” Chris asked.
 
   “Oh, yes. I could live much more comfortably than this, but I prefer a simple life. I don’t want anyone to know I have money or they’ll line up at my door with their hands out. People can be so greedy.”
 
   I remembered that the poker gang knew of the possibility that she had money, but then they didn’t really believe it. And I recalled a conversation with John. I could have sworn he said he’d visited Chance’s boarding house when he was a child. I’d have to ask Chris about it.
 
   “Dapper Dan’s is still there, by the way, only it’s called something else now. Alice and I had such fun there – until she stabbed me in the back.” I could see that Chance was fuming about Alice, but her voice remained calm. Of course, she’d had a lot of years to come to terms with how she felt about her friend.
 
   “Where was the cocktail lounge located?” Chris asked.
 
   “I’ll be right back,” Chance said, standing and walking toward what I assumed was the bedroom. She returned shortly and handed Chris a business card. “I talked John into taking me there one night, and I picked up this card when we left. Things have changed so much that I didn’t enjoy myself. I made him bring me home.”
 
   Things had changed and Chance was disappointed? It had been over sixty years since she’d been there. Of course things were different. I saw Chris slip the card into his pocket.
 
   He glanced at his watch. “We’re going to have to leave pretty soon, Duchess. We have another appointment this afternoon.”
 
   “Oh, please don’t go. Have some of the canapés I made. They’re a fabulous treat, I promise.”
 
   “Okay, we’ll cool our heels for a few minutes longer.” He tasted one of the treats and put on his Bogey face. “These are aces, Duchess. The best I’ve ever had. Say, you’re okay to have these here for us. So Blakely was a good Joe, huh? Did he ever visit that gin mill where you sang?”
 
   Chance grinned, ready for her dose of the Bogey Man, not realizing that this was Chris’s sneaky way of asking more questions. “No, he never heard me sing. He would have enjoyed it though. Well, I take that back. It seems that I do recall him coming in once.”
 
   “I’m sure you were quite the canary, shweetheart,” Chris said with his Bogey lisp. “How’s about the other boarders? Any of them ever come in for a listen and a taste of hooch?”
 
   “Maybe, but I don’t remember. When I was singing, I didn’t notice much of anything. And when I was done, well, the men wanted my attention. I think that’s why Alice came with me. She was a cute little blonde, but she was kind of quiet. She needed me – at least, until she started singing, too.”
 
   “You might take that as a sort of left-handed compliment,” I said. “She learned from the best, Chance Murphy.”
 
   Before we could talk any further, there was a knock at the door. Chance pulled herself out of the chair and, scowling, answered the door.
 
   “Auntie Chance, I see you have company.” John entered the small apartment and it began to feel too crowded. Maybe if the curtains were open and daylight was streaming in the windows it would have felt less confining.
 
   John glanced at each of our faces. “Am I interrupting something?”
 
   “No,” Chris said, “we were asking your aunt a few more questions about the boarders, and she was telling us about when she used to sing at Dapper Dan’s.”
 
   Chance looked up, into John’s face, and said, “They were just leaving though. They have another appointment and I’m a bit tired anyway.” She sagged a little, giving emphasis to her comment.
 
   I looked from her to John and realized that she was game-playing again. Her voice was suddenly weaker, and the look on her face made me feel like her next question would be, “Where am I? I’m so confused.”
 
   I headed for the door. “Come on, Chris. We’d better get moving or we’ll be late for our appointment.” I stopped and turned to the little old lady, deciding to play her game. “Chance, I’m sorry we tired you out. You get some rest and we’ll talk again later.”
 
   “Yes, come back again.” By this time she was leaning on John’s arm for support.
 
   “Good to see you, buddy,” Chris said, holding out his hand to John. “We’ll talk later, okay?”
 
   “Sure.” John helped Chance over to her chair after shaking Chris’s hand.
 
   With one last look in the recreation room, Chris and I headed for the car.
 
   “Can you believe that woman?” I asked, scornfully. “She can turn her feelings off and on like a water faucet. She’s better at it than I am.”
 
   Chris gave me a quick glance.
 
    “No, I don’t really do that, Chris. It just seemed like the thing to say. And can you believe that she thinks all those men had a crush on her? I’ll bet she’s the one who kept those boarders upset all the time. I can picture her stirring all the little pots.”
 
   “You could be right. She discombobulates me, that’s for sure. She’s a piece of work.”
 
   “She upsets me, too. Next time I’m coming by myself. Maybe I’ll see the real her. With you here, I think she holds back. My, but she was nasty about Alice. I sure would like to find her and get her side of the story.”
 
   “Yes, but she’s vanished, just like the others.”
 
   “Yeah, vanished like the wind. This whole thing is so weird. You’d almost think Chance killed those men, and yet I don’t really think she did. My opinion seems to be skewed because I don’t like her, but I can’t help it.”
 
   Chris laughed. “You’re joking. You don’t like her? I’d never have guessed. And for someone who goes to church every Sunday and prays about everything under the sun, you sure don’t sound very Christian right now.”
 
   We climbed into the car. Chris started the engine and pulled away from the curb.
 
   I thought about what he said before responding. “You’re right. I don’t sound very Christian. But Christians aren’t perfect, you know. We have our faults just like everyone else. We’re a work in progress.” I straightened my back. “However, along those lines, I’ll start praying for change in myself, and more understanding and patience. Patience is my downfall. I don’t have much. Thanks for calling this to my attention, Chris. And I’ll pray for Chance. She could stand to be a little more loveable.”
 
   Chris was quiet for a full minute, apparently stumped at my reaction. “Hey, babe, I didn’t mean to hurt your feelings. I was just teasing.”
 
   “You didn’t. As the Bogey Man would say, you made me open my blinkers and take a look in the mirror. It’s aces, Chris.” I took hold of his hand and squeezed it, a loving gesture. He squeezed back and smiled at me.
 
   It was a long drive to Midge’s mother’s house.
 
   “Chris, what did Midge say her mother’s name is?”
 
   “Charlotte.”
 
   “I remember that one of the letters we found was from Charlotte. I wondered at the time if she was Midge’s mother.”
 
   We didn’t talk for several miles. I was lost in my thoughts about what little we knew, and I assumed Chris was, too.
 
   “Do you really think Chance could be the killer?” I finally asked.
 
   “No, probably not. She was too wrapped up in herself. It wouldn’t have served her purpose to kill the very men who she seems to think worshiped her. It might be worth looking into Blakely’s friends though, if we can find out who they were. Maybe Charlotte knows something.”
 
   “I’d like to see Dapper Dan’s, too,” I said. “What’s it called now?”
 
   Chris pulled the card out of his pocket and handed it to me.
 
   “Oh. Daniel’s. I guess they didn’t change the name too much. Come to think of it, I’ve seen that place, and it looks nice. Maybe we can check it out while Mikey is at his grandparents’ house. See what our competition is like.”
 
   “You’ve got a date, babe.” Chris turned right and handed me a piece of paper. “This is the street. What’s the number?”
 
   I read it and pointed to a block wall on the left, with the number fastened to it. “That’s it.” It was surrounded by more block walls and high gates. We pulled in and stopped at the gate, where we found a button to push. We couldn’t see the house. The driveway curved around behind some old, established trees.
 
   “Hubba hubba,” Chris said. “It looks like Midge wasn’t joking when she said she came from a family of means. I wonder if Mummy is her source of funds.”
 
   “Hubba hubba?”
 
   “Yeah, well… ” He reached out the window and pushed the button.
 
   A disembodied voice greeted us. “Yes? Can I help you?”
 
   “Chris and Pamela Cross to see Charlotte Springer. She’s expecting us.”
 
   “Drive on up,” the voice said as the gates swung open.
 
   We drove around the trees and found the home, which looked more like a mansion to me. Charlotte had done well for herself. We parked at the side of the house which appeared to be for guest parking.
 
   Walking up to the front door, I couldn’t help admiring the place. There were enough trees to warrant calling it a small forest. Between the trees and the house were well-kept gardens, filled with traditional flowering plants and exotic looking plants that I’d never seen before. There were two weathered benches that had aged gracefully, shaded by arbors that were covered with vines. I took mental pictures with our backyard in mind.
 
   I didn’t want to go talk to Charlotte. I wanted to plunk myself down on one of the benches with a good mystery and forget the world for a few minutes – or hours.
 
   I didn’t realize Chris had pushed the button for the doorbell until someone opened the door. Turning, I found a lovely woman of indeterminate age standing in the doorway. They say class tells, and this woman was screaming good breeding. I remembered Midge saying that her mother was still in her own home and that she didn’t get around much anymore. Ridiculous!
 
   “You must be Chris and Pamela,” the woman said in a soft, smoky voice. “Please come in. I’m Charlotte Springer.” She took a step back and waved us in.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-nine
 
    
 
   Chris held out his hand and Charlotte took hold of it in both of her teeny tiny hands. Letting go, she reached for me. “So lovely to meet you both. Let’s go out on the patio. It’s too beautiful this afternoon to stay inside.”
 
   I could see where Midge and Pidge had inherited their small stature. Charlotte was about the size of a miniature toy poodle. Of course, I’m exaggerating, but she was definitely small. Her hair was colored somewhere between light red and strawberry blonde. Not a natural color, but it suited her coloring and her short haircut. Her eyes were sky blue, and bright and alert. If I had to guess, I’d say she was in her mid- to late- eighties. She’d allowed herself to grow old gracefully and naturally, and her wrinkles only added character to her small, oval face.
 
   “You have such a wonderful home,” I said, following behind her.
 
   “Thank you, Pamela. I’m quite proud of it. My husband and I worked hard to achieve what you see. It was a work of love. I’ve always wanted a home to be proud of, and Parker didn’t let me down. He passed on a few years ago, but this house always reminds me of my time with him.”
 
   She showed us out to the patio, which was rather small compared to everything else on the property. Then I took a closer look. The patio wrapped around the side of the house, so there was probably quite a bit more to see. She had iced tea and cookies waiting for us.
 
   “This is my downfall,” she said as we sat down. “I’m just nuts for cookies, especially if they have chocolate in them. I made these myself. Chocolate chip cookies are a staple in my home.”
 
   “Ah, a woman after my own heart,” I said. “No matter what the problem, chocolate can solve it or make it better.”
 
   Charlotte smiled at me. “I can see we’re going to get along famously, Pamela.”
 
   Turning to Chris, she said, “And I can see what all the hubbub is about you, Chris. You bear a startling resemblance to Humphrey Bogart.”
 
   “So I’ve been told. If you don’t mind me asking, why did you want Midge to hire me to find out about your brother?” He looked around the estate. “You could certainly have hired a professional investigator.”
 
   She smiled, one of the prettiest smiles I’d ever seen, wrinkles or no wrinkles. “Ah, but if I’d hired a professional, I wouldn’t be able to say I’d hired the Bogey Man. Yes, I read about you in the newspapers. I believe you’ll do the job I want done. You’ll try harder because you’re not a professional. And I understand that you’re working well with Detective Riley, from the police department.”
 
   My eyebrows shot up in almost perfect unison with Chris’s.
 
   “How do you know about Janet Riley?” I asked.
 
   This time her smile was sly, but honest. “I have connections. I’m keeping up with everything you do on this case. I like to know where my money is going.”
 
   “But you’re not paying us,” Chris said. “I told Midge that I couldn’t take payment for what I’m doing.”
 
   Charlotte tipped her head and looked into Chris’s eyes without replying. I was flummoxed. She knew what we were doing, so had she hired a P.I. to watch us? And she talked about her money, but we hadn’t taken any. Could Midge have taken the money for herself and not told her mother? I needed some answers, and I’d find them when the time was right. But now wasn’t the time.
 
   “Not all payments are made with cash,” Charlotte said. “Eventually you’ll understand what I’m talking about.”
 
   Apparently she didn’t think it was the right time either.
 
   “Now, what would you like to know about my brother and the time of his disappearance?”
 
   “Anything you can tell us will be helpful,” Chris said. “What was he like, did he ever tell you anything about the boarding house or his landlord, can you recall any stories he might have related to you, anything at all that you can remember?”
 
   “And there’s something I’d like to tell you, too,” I added. “He never received your last letter to him, nor did his letter to you ever go into the mail. We found them behind a bookcase at the house. When I can, I’ll bring you his last letter. The police are looking at them right now.”
 
   Charlotte was quiet, digesting what I’d told her. “The letters had fallen behind a bookcase?”
 
   “We believe they were hidden there. Someone, for some reason, was trying to stop communications between three of the boarders and their friends and family. When we know who and why, we may have all the answers.”
 
   “Then I’ll return to your husband’s questions and we’ll keep this investigation moving along. My brother was the salt of the earth. He was a man among men. Oh, I know I’m speaking in clichés, but Charles really was one of those rare, wonderful men that come along once in a lifetime. My mother and I had such high hopes for him. I know he would have done something exceptional with his life.
 
   “He aspired to be a pediatrician. He was very good with children. Things were different during the war years though, and he’d made a few blunders along the way, but he was pulling his life back together when we lost touch with him. It’s so sad that he never got to live up to his potential.”
 
   Charlotte sat quietly for a moment, looking out over the grounds of her home. She took a deep breath before continuing.
 
   “He had mentioned, casually, that he had some problems at the boarding house he was living in. We’d spoken on the telephone, although a long-distance call was something neither of us could easily afford at the time.”
 
   “Did he say what kind of problems?” Chris asked.
 
   “No, just that it wasn’t anything to worry about. He could take care of it himself. Well, he did mention three men and two women living at the house, so I assumed it had to do with petty jealousies. I didn’t push him about it because he didn’t seem to want to go into detail. Instead he spoke about obtaining a job and starting college. He couldn’t serve during the war because of a health problem, although now, with modern medicine, he could have overcome his issues.”
 
   “Chance Murphy, his landlord, mentioned that he had a couple of friends who used to visit him at the boarding house,” Chris said. “Would you have any idea who they might be?” Chris was on a roll. I’d already forgotten about the friends Chance had mentioned.
 
   “No, I’m afraid he never mentioned his friends. My husband and I moved to New York for a few years, but when Charles disappeared, we returned to California.” She put out her arms, hands up, indicating her home and the grounds. “That’s when all of this happened. Oh, not right away, but we did make some sound decisions in our lives, and my husband was quite creative.”
 
   “It would appear so,” I said. I didn’t ask what her husband did for a living. I figured if she wanted to talk about it, she’d bring it up.
 
   “Charles was a quiet man, but he made friends easily. He had friends all through school, but he drifted away and went out on his own when most of his friends enlisted in the various services. I always believed he was embarrassed because he couldn’t join up with them. It wasn’t his fault. He’d had a mild case of polio and it had left him with some problems. He had a decided limp.”
 
   “Would you happen to know someone named Sarah Smith?” I asked. “We found a letter she’d written to Charles that he never received. In it, she made a comment about someone sending him threatening notes and going through his things. I’d really like to find her, if I can.”
 
   “That name does sound familiar. Let me go fill the plate up with more cookies and I’ll think about it while I’m gone.”
 
   I hadn’t noticed that Charlotte and I had finished the cookies.
 
   “Is that something women do?” Chris asked after Charlotte left the table. “Eat when they talk about things that upset them?”
 
   I laughed. “I can’t speak for anyone else, but it works for me, and apparently it works for Charlotte, too. I’m surprised she doesn’t have a housekeeper or a maid to serve us.”
 
   She was gone for several minutes, leaving me to wonder just how far the kitchen was from the patio. She finally returned with a fresh batch of chocolate chip cookies.
 
   “I’m sorry I kept you waiting. I happened to think of someone who might know who Sarah Smith is, so I called her. She’s a cousin of mine. She said she not only remembered Sarah, but she went to her wedding all those years ago. She married a banker by the name of Ozzie Pensella, and they’ve retired to Arizona. She and Sarah are still in touch, infrequently, and she gave me her telephone number.” Charlotte set a piece of paper in front of Chris. “You might try giving her a call. My cousin said when Sarah moved to Colorado with her parents back in the forties, she and Charles started writing to each other. They were quite close when we were children, although Sarah was quite a bit younger than Charles.”
 
   Chris rolled his upper lip under before smiling his best Bogey smile at Charlotte. “Who knows? You might have just given me what I need to crack this case wide open, shweetheart. At least, I hope so.”
 
   Charlotte placed her hands together as though in prayer and placed them under her nose, against her mouth, and her eyes lit up. I could see the edges of a smile beside her hands. She dropped her hands to her lap.
 
   “I can see why you create such a stir, Mr. Cross, and I can most decidedly understand why you’re referred to as the Bogey Man.”
 
   I couldn’t help but smile myself. Chris always seemed to bring a specialness into people’s lives.
 
   “I like you two,” Charlotte said. “Pamela, have another cookie.” She pushed the plate in my direction. “And, Chris, do that lip thing for me again.”
 
   ***
 
   By the time we picked Mikey up at Constance’s house, she’d already fed him dinner. I’d called her because it was getting late, and since he’d already eaten, we picked up In-N-Out hamburgers to take home with us.
 
   On the drive home, Mikey was all abuzz because of an arts and crafts show that was coming up at school. He wanted to know if Chris and I could work one of the booths. Of course, we said we would.
 
   “Who’s going to make all of the arts and crafts?” Chris asked.
 
   “Us kids,” Mike replied. “We’re going to work on things every Monday and Friday for the next two months, so you’d better bring your wallets with you when we do this. There’s gonna be lots of good stuff. Even the teachers are going to bring some things.”
 
   “I’ll bring trucks of bucks with me,” Chris said.
 
   “You’re a poet and don’t know it,” Mikey responded. “And your feet are Longfellows.”
 
   “Wow. I haven’t heard that one since I was your age, Ace,” Chris said.
 
   “Were you ever his age?” I asked.
 
   “Funny lady.” Chris poked me in the ribs.
 
   Mikey laughed, looking very happy. We’d spent the first few years of his life with just the two of us, and I felt that adding a father to the equation had probably been the best thing for both of us.
 
   My son had done his homework while he was at Constance’s house, so I sent him upstairs to take a shower and get ready for bed.
 
   Chris and I ate our burgers before relaxing on the couch in the living room.
 
   “Talk about two different women,” I said. “Chance and Charlotte both have money. One lives like a pauper, and one lives the good life.”
 
   “I wouldn’t exactly call Chance’s lifestyle that of a pauper,” Chris said.
 
   “I know, but it seemed like the easiest way to compare them. And Chance isn’t very likeable, while Charlotte made me feel right at home. In fact, Charlotte seems a lot nicer than her daughter and granddaughter, too. Interesting what money can do to people. Chance is afraid people will hit her up for handouts. I get the feeling that Charlotte would be there with cash in hand before anyone asked her.”
 
   “Yeah, on the one hand we’ve got the Duchess, who’s nuts about herself and thinks everybody is after her lettuce. On the other hand we have the classiest dish in town, with the obvious exception of you, who seems like she’s about as jake as any woman could be.”
 
   “You’re right, she’s a bit of okay, and she definitely has class.”
 
   Chris sighed and leaned back, closing his eyes.
 
   “Chris – ”
 
   “I’m just resting my eyes.”
 
   “Uh huh. Well, go rest them in bed. Tomorrow’s another day, and it’s sure to be filled with more fun and adventures.”
 
   Chris rolled his upper lip under before pulling himself up and off the couch. “Tomorrow we’re gonna make hay while the sun shines, doll. Hey, tomorrow let’s go visit that gin mill, Daniel’s. Maybe we can find out if any of the old-timers still hang out there.”
 
   “Sounds like a plan to me,” I said, heading for the stairs and bed.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty
 
    
 
   When Chris opened the morning paper he was greeted with the story of the second body found buried on the grounds at our restaurant. He showed it to me before Mikey came down for breakfast. Sharon had been fair and hadn’t sensationalized the article as much as I thought she would, but she reiterated that there’d been another body found in the cellar at an earlier date. Of course, thanks to Janet, she didn’t have too much information to work with yet.
 
   I figured I’d better start putting out fires before they even ignited, so when Mikey came down I told him what had happened.
 
   “Wow! Another stiff? Wait ‘til I get to school and tell Danny and the other kids.”
 
   “No, no, no!” I said frantically. “The thing is that we want to play it down. If the kids bring it up, try to talk about something else.”
 
   “Like that’s gonna work,” Chris said.
 
   “Well, it’s certainly worth a shot.”
 
   “Let me know how that one works out.” Chris turned back to the newspaper.
 
   “Mikey, I don’t want to get in trouble with your teacher again,” I said, working on his sympathies.
 
   “Now you know how I feel.” My son turned his attention to his cinnamon toast, but I could see he wasn’t feeling very sorry for his ol’ mom. I thought he was probably more interested in playing P.I. at school again.
 
   “I’ll call your teacher and warn her,” I said.
 
   After breakfast, Chris took Mikey to school and I telephoned Mrs. Stanhope.
 
   “I’ve already seen the newspaper,” she said, “and I’m phoning your friend, the private investigator, this morning. I spoke to the principal, Mr. Freeman, but he seems to feel this isn’t your fault. He agreed that bringing someone in to talk to the children might be a good idea.” She didn’t sound like she agreed with him.
 
   “Of course, it’s not our fault. I didn’t bury any bodies on our lot.” I hadn’t realized that Mrs. Stanhope was blaming us for the discoveries. “We’re innocent victims here.”
 
   “Michael has become quite popular at school because he tells stories that fascinate the other children. And now he’s insisting that the other children call him Ace.” She sounded quite disgusted. “It’s really a shame he can’t turn his storytelling into something useful.”
 
   Something useful, my foot! I hoped Mikey would grow up to be a billionaire mystery writer, and I wanted to rub Mrs. Stanhope’s nose in it when it happened. I realized that talking to her was a lost cause and ended the conversation as gracefully and quickly as possible, while trying not to make matters worse.
 
   While Chris was gone, the manager for a band called about working for us at the new restaurant. When I learned their brand of music was Hip Hop, I explained that we were presenting forties music only. The agent was disappointed but understood and said he’d look through his files to see if he had any other bands available, informing me that there wasn’t too much call for our type of music.
 
   Chris arrived home and had a hangdog look on his face.
 
   “What’s wrong?” I asked.
 
   “Mrs. Stanhope met us at the curb. She told me she’d talked to you, and she tried to bawl me out about the new stiff. What are the chances of transferring Ace to a different class? I thought about that all the way home. It’s not Mikey’s fault any more than it’s ours.”
 
   “I’ll look into it, but really, Chris, there’s only about a month of school left anyway. And he’ll have a different teacher next year.”
 
   “But in the meantime, this woman could scar him for life.”
 
   “Don’t you think you’re overreacting just a bit?”
 
   “I’ve never had a son before and I want things to be right for him.”
 
   “Chris, sweetie, Mikey will be fine. He won’t be scarred for life, and he’ll learn a few lessons about taking care of himself. He doesn’t act like this is really bothering him, so let’s play it by ear for now.”
 
   He thought about what I said. “I suppose you’re right. I had a couple of doozies when I was in school, and I turned out jake. Don’t ya think?”
 
   “I do, sweetie. You turned out just fine, and then some. Now why don’t we call Sarah Pensella and see if she can tell us anything about the boarding house?”
 
   “Good idea. I’ve got the number right here.” Chris pulled a paper out of his pocket, obviously thinking along the same lines that I was.
 
   Chris punched in the phone number, but Sarah was out having her hair done. Her husband said she’d be home after her appointment and running some errands, and he’d have her call us back. He didn’t sound surprised, so I assumed that Charlotte’s cousin had probably called to warn her that we’d be in touch.
 
   I cleaned up the kitchen and started dusting before the phone rang. I answered, but it wasn’t Sarah. It was Janet, calling to tell us that the coroner had determined Blakely had a history of polio. I sat down and told her about our conversation with Charlotte, and that we had a call in to Sarah Pensella.
 
   “You two are really on the ball,” she said, after listening to me. “It is interesting that Charlotte said she’s been following our progress. I’ll ask around to see if anyone knows her. I’m curious.”
 
   We hung up and I returned to my dusting. Chris was in the spare bedroom/office, looking for more information on the Internet. It was a quiet morning, for the most part. I finally remembered to tell him about the agent who’d called while he was gone.
 
   “That reminds me,” he said, “I’ll be driving over to listen to a band this afternoon. They came highly recommended, so I’ll give them a listen. Want to come with me?”
 
   “I do. Let’s leave early and go by Daniel’s first. Maybe we can find out something there. You never know.”
 
   “Pamela, why don’t you call Constance and ask if she can pick Mikey up for the next couple of days? After that he’ll be at his grandparents’ house for a few days and we won’t have to worry about him.”
 
   “Good idea. If you can believe it, one of his best friends is Constance. He loves spending time with her, and she dotes on him.”
 
   I called her and she was delighted to have Mikey in the afternoon for a few days. “Just be sure to let me know if you want me to feed him or not,” she said.
 
   “Why don’t you plan on feeding him,” I said. “We’ve got so many things going on that I don’t want to leave you in the lurch, not knowing what to do.”
 
   Chris and I waited until around one o’clock, but Sarah didn’t call back. We had things to do and decided we’d call her back that evening.
 
   We drove over to Daniel’s, but they were closed. I peeked through the window and saw a woman working on papers at the bar, so I knocked.
 
   She climbed down from the barstool and met us at the door, unlocking it and opening it only slightly. “Sorry, but we’re closed. Come back after three.”
 
   “We’re not here for a drink. Can we talk to you for a minute?”
 
   “About what?” she asked, suspiciously.
 
   “Would you happen to know anything about this place when it was called Dapper Dan’s?” Chris asked.
 
   Her face lit up like a neon sign. “As a matter of fact, I do. What do you want to know?”
 
   “Can we come in?” I asked. “We’d like to ask a few questions about the people who used to hang out here, back in the forties. We’d be more than grateful if you can help us.”
 
   “Who are you?” she asked, studying Chris.
 
   “Pamela and Chris Cross,” I said. “We owned Good Joe’s Honky Tonk before it burned down.”
 
   She stepped back and let us in, closing and locking the door behind us. “I remember reading about the fire in the newspaper. My condolences on the loss of your restaurant. I can’t imagine how I’d feel if I lost this place. It’s been in the family for years.” She climbed back up on the barstool and motioned for us to join her on the adjoining stools.
 
   “Thanks,” I said, grunting as I pulled myself up. “We’ll be reopening at a new location in a few months.”
 
   “You say your family has owned Daniel’s for years?” Chris asked. “Would that include the nineteen-forties?”
 
   “You betcha. My grandfather was the original owner. He opened this place back in the thirties, and the family has kept it going all this time.”
 
   While she continued to study Chris, I studied her. She appeared to be in her seventies, and she was still very attractive. Of average height, she’d held onto her figure as much as any woman can. Like Chance, she wore her hair in a French braid. Unlike Chance, she seemed to have a pleasant demeanor. She was wearing jeans and a blouse and didn’t look like she had an extra ounce of fat on her. Running a bar can do that to you. You’re busy all the time.
 
   “By the way,” she said, holding out her hand to Chris, “my name is Freddi Timberline. So what do you want to know?”
 
   “Well,” I began, drawing her attention to me, “it’s like this. We’re working on solving a murder, and…”
 
   Freddi’s expression turned from one of curiosity to one of intense interest.
 
   “…this was a crime that happened back in the forties.”
 
   “Oh, yeah, I think I read something about that in the newspaper. That was your new restaurant where they found the two bodies?”
 
   “It was,” Chris said. “The sister of one of the victims has asked us to look into his death, and it seems that at least a few of the people involved may have hung out at Dapper Dan’s. One woman tells us that she used to sing here.”
 
   “The family has passed down stories over the years, and I do recall my father saying that for a few years my grandfather let a couple of different people come in and sing. We don’t do that anymore, but I guess they had a lot of fun back then. It wasn’t like karaoke is now; they had to actually be talented to sing here. With karaoke, you’re taking your chances.”
 
   “Speaking of chances,” Chris said, “one of the women was named Chance Murphy. Do you recall anyone ever mentioning her?”
 
   “No, I’m sorry, but I don’t remember the names. I remember some of the stories, but that’s about it.” Freddi climbed down from her stool and headed behind the bar. “Would you like iced tea or coffee? I can’t offer you any booze right now.”
 
   “Iced tea would be great,” I replied.
 
   “Same for me,” Chris said.
 
   I was sure Freddi was doing some fast remembering while she poured our drinks, so I kept my mouth shut, letting her think.
 
   “I do recall my grandfather talking about two women who sang here around the same time. Apparently they were friends, but they had an argument that had something to do with the singing. I guess one of them was jealous of the other one. They were both quite talented, but after their argument they disappeared. My grandfather was sorry because they brought in the business. They were pretty, from what he said, and they each sang like songbirds. Yes, I do remember that story.”
 
   “Do you remember anything else about the women?” Chris asked. “Did your grandfather tell any other stories?”
 
   Freddi set our drinks in front of us and held up a bowl of sugar packets, looking at us expectantly.
 
   I nodded and she set the bowl in front of us, along with a couple of straws.
 
   She returned to her stool and surveyed the cocktail lounge. “This place hasn’t really changed all that much since the forties. Oh, we’ve done some minor redecorating a couple of times and updated the music, but basically what you see is what you would have seen then. It was a classy joint and it was successful. Why change what works?”
 
   I followed her gaze around the room. It was a nice place, and it had been taken care of over the years. There were booths along the walls, tables in the center of the room, and the bar where we sat. I saw pictures of people on the walls, and got up to take a closer look. There were some very familiar Hollywood faces along with a few politicians, and all of the photos were signed. The only lights that were on were the ones at the bar, and they were subdued. There was a small stage at the rear of the room.
 
   Freddi followed my progression around the room. “We haven’t used the stage in years, but I can’t bring myself to tear it out. Maybe one of these days we’ll bring back live entertainment. But for now, this is a place where people can come to unwind. We get a lot of traffic from the courthouse, including judges and attorneys. We have local doctors who come in to forget their day. All kinds of people come in here, and they all seem to be looking for a quiet corner. We provide that, along with tables for those who’re wheeling and dealing, and those who’re in a group.”
 
   “You really have created a relaxing atmosphere,” I said. “I think Chris and I may have to make a special trip over here one night.”
 
   “I can see why you’ve earned a reputation, Chris,” Freddi said. “You don’t just resemble Humphrey Bogart; you could be Bogey.”
 
   Of course, he rolled his upper lip under before smiling the Bogey smile at her.
 
   “Could you two come back tomorrow?” Freddi asked. “I think I may have something that could help you.”
 
   “What’s that?” I asked.
 
   “I have a photo album. It’s got pictures from when Dapper Dan’s opened up through the late forties. Maybe you’ll find some photos of the people you’re interested in. My grandfather labeled all the pictures, so you’ll know who you’re looking at.”
 
   I turned to Chris. “Paydirt!”
 
   “What?” Freddi asked.
 
   “I’m glad we stopped in today,” I replied.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty-one
 
    
 
   Chris and I visited with Freddi for about half an hour before we left. She shared some stories with us and actually gave us a few tips on running a successful bar. She said she’d really like to come in for dinner after we opened, and we invited her to be our guest. We explained that the bar was secondary to the restaurant, and she explained that we’d have a much larger crowd because of the bar and music.
 
   “I’m surprised you’re sharing information with us,” I said. “I’d have thought that we’d be competition to you.”
 
   “Nah, you’re in a different part of town and you’ll be serving food, and besides, competition keeps me on my toes. And don’t forget, we’ve been here a long time. We have a good reputation and a lot of regulars who come in.
 
   “And, Chris, I hope you’ll both come back. Maybe you’d like to wear your suit and fedora? I can always use you to my advantage.” She laughed, a very throaty sound.
 
   We were walking to the car when Chris started to smile.
 
   “What?” I asked.
 
   “We’ve been inviting so many people to come as our guests that on opening night we won’t make a cent.”
 
   I started to roll my eyes, but caught myself. “You’re absolutely right. Guess I’d better quit being so generous. Are you going to wear your fedora when we visit here again? I mean, when they’re open for business.”
 
   “How could I turn her down?”
 
   We talked about Dapper Dan’s and Freddi all the way to Hollywood, where we met with a band who called themselves Monday Moonshine. They were currently doing one-night stands and wanted a steady job. They were actually very talented, but their music was more fifties and sixties than forties. Chris talked to the band leader about it and he said they’d work on the era we were looking for and get back to us. Chris said he had other bands to listen to, too, and he’d be more than happy to give Monday Moonshine another listen when they were ready, but there wasn’t much time left.
 
   By the time we picked Mikey up at Constance’s house, it was a quarter to six. We stopped for take-out Mexican food on the way home, and Mikey decided he could probably eat a taco with us. Mexican is his favorite.
 
   Arriving home we found four messages on the machine. One was from Sharon, who said she hoped we weren’t annoyed with her about the article she’d written, and would I please call her on Thursday.
 
   The second message was from Big D. He was hoping we weren’t angry at Sharon for her article, and he wondered when he could get back to work on the restaurant. I made a mental note to call Janet.
 
   The third was from Sarah Pensella. Charlotte’s cousin had called her and filled her in on what was happening. She wanted to do anything she could to help us, and would we please call her. She’d be up late and didn’t care when we called.
 
   The fourth message was from Janet, who said they’d finished at the house and we could continue our work.
 
   Chris called Big D and told him all systems were go, and Davey said his crew would be glad to hear that. Chris also assured him that we hadn’t written Sharon off yet, but we still expected her to help us out when the restaurant opened.
 
   Then we sat down together to call Sarah. She answered on the first ring.
 
   “I’m glad you called back tonight,” she said. “I can’t tell you how many times over the years I’ve wondered about Charles. It really breaks my heart to hear what happened to him. Now, how can I help?”
 
   “I’ve got you on the speaker so my wife and I can both talk to you,” Chris said.
 
   “I can tell by the sound of your voice,” she replied. “It always sounds different when the phone is on speaker.”
 
   “Would you please tell us everything you can about Charles and what was going on?” I asked.
 
   “There’s not an awful to tell. We’d been writing to each other since my parents and I moved away. His letters were usually short, but I was always glad to hear from him. I had kind of a kid’s crush on him for a long time. I used to tell my friends that he was my boyfriend. I was young and silly, and he was a little older and handsome. I used to tell him all the latest jokes in my letters. He got a kick out of that.”
 
   “Did your friend, the cousin, tell you that we’d found some unopened letters that had been hidden?” Chris asked.
 
   “No, but that doesn’t surprise me. I talked to him on the telephone once, and when I mentioned a letter I’d sent him, he said he’d never received it. After that there were a couple of letters that he never responded to.”
 
   “I gather from one of the hidden letters – one that you’d written to him – that he’d said something to you about problems at the boarding house. Is that correct?” Chris asked.
 
   “It is. He said there were two women living in the house and that one of them seemed to like him – too much. He said she’d started leaving him notes about how much she cared for him. He tried to ignore them. Then he started receiving threatening notes, but it was in a different handwriting. In those days no one called it stalking, but looking back, that’s what I’d call it. It’s just a guess, but I think all of the notes were from the same person, even if the handwriting was different. He also said that a couple of times the things in his dresser drawers seemed out of order, like someone had been going through his belongings.”
 
   “Were there any other problems?” Chris asked.
 
   “Actually, there were. With two women and three men in the house, things got a little uncomfortable. The men were, well, kind at each other’s throats. One of the women was nice to all of them, and the other one was always trying to make them jealous of each other. It seemed to be working, because Charles said he’d had a huge argument with one of the other men.”
 
   “Did he say anything else?” I asked.
 
   “No. I wrote and asked him for more details, but I never heard from him again.”
 
   “Did he give you any names?” Chris asked.
 
   “No, he didn’t.”
 
   “Did he tell you which woman was which? I mean, did he tell you if the trouble-maker was his landlord or the other woman?”
 
   “No. Charles only told me the circumstances. I wish I could be more help, but that’s about all I know. I was worried about him, but there was nothing I could do. I called his cousin, Jeanne, and she alerted his sister, but from what Jeanne told me later, Charlotte had already figured out he was missing.”
 
   “Is there anything else you’d like to add?” I asked.
 
   “Not really. I only hope you can find out who killed Charles. He knew I had a crush on him, but he wrote to me anyway. Like I said, I was younger than he was. He was a kind and gentle man, and he didn’t deserve to die like that.”
 
   “We’ll ask Charlotte to let you know what we find out,” I said. “And thank you so much for your help. You’ve actually cleared up a few things for us. At least now we have some idea of what was going on in that house.”
 
   “I told Charles he should move out of there,” Sarah said.
 
   ***
 
   On Thursday morning we sent Mikey off to school with a promise that his bags would be packed for his trip to his grandparents’ house when he got home. My son was one of those kids who never missed a day of school, so when Grandma Linda called late on Wednesday night, I agreed to take him out of school on Friday so they could have a longer weekend together. They would pick him up after he came home from school and leave for a weekend of camping.
 
   I was cleaning up the breakfast dishes when I realized that I hadn’t seen the papers Chris had left on the table on Tuesday – his notes about Dudley Long.
 
   “Chris,” I said, “did you pick up the papers you left here on Tuesday? The research papers you were doing about Dudley Long?”
 
   “No. I thought you’d moved them out of the way when you were cleaning.” He set down the newspaper and began looking through stacks of other papers, the ones having to do with the new restaurant.
 
   I joined him and started going through everything I could find. Nothing. “You don’t think someone could have been in the house again, do you?”
 
   “I don’t think so. It seems like everything is the way we left it. Wait a minute. Let me go take a look at the stuff around the computer.” He left the room, looking puzzled and uncomfortable.
 
   When he returned, the look on his face made me feel uncomfortable.
 
   “Something wrong?” I asked.
 
   “Yeah, something’s definitely wrong. Everything I researched is gone. And the side window is broken. Someone broke in and took what I had. I can find it again, but this adds another degree of difficulty. Call Janet and let her know. I’m going outside to look around the house.”
 
   I called Janet and told her the house had been broken into again. I told her what had been taken.
 
   “I don’t get it,” she said. “The few people who are left are too old to be breaking and entering. I shouldn’t say that. You’d be surprised what a senior citizen can do when they put their mind to it. Do you have any idea when the house was broken into?”
 
   “It had to have been Tuesday. Thinking back, I don’t remember seeing the papers that were in the kitchen when we sat down to eat that night.”
 
   “And you were with Chance on Tuesday.”
 
   “I was. You know, I forgot to ask her if she’d told anyone else about our investigation. I’m going to call her right now. I’ll get back to you, Janet.”
 
   “Okay, but I’m going to send someone over to check for fingerprints. The chances of finding anything useable are slim, but it’s worth a try.”
 
   Chris hadn’t returned yet, so I picked up the phone and dialed Chance’s apartment. She answered right away, but her voice sounded like I might have awoken her.
 
   “Hello? Who is it?” she asked.
 
   “Chance, this is Pamela. I need to ask you a question, and it’s really important.”
 
   “Hello to you, too. Okay, ask.”
 
   “Have you told anyone about our investigation? Are you still in touch with any of the old boarders?”
 
   She was quiet for a moment. “Wasn’t I supposed to tell anyone?”
 
   “We never told you not to, but if you did, I need to know who you talked to.”
 
   “Well, I was in the recreation room for dinner one night and I mentioned it to that group that plays poker. That stupid Shelly said she thought I was making it up, that there probably never was a murder. Stuart and Jim seemed interested though. But Shelly made me mad and I left without eating.”
 
   “Anyone else?” I asked.
 
   “I told Alice,” she said.
 
   “You know where Alice is? We understood she disappeared.” This was a major revelation to me.
 
   “Of course, I know where Alice is. I don’t like her, but she’s changed in her old age and she’s tolerable now. We don’t talk often, but since your little investigation has to do with the boarding house, I thought she might be interested.”
 
   “The police told us she’d vanished, pretty much without a trace. Can you explain that?”
 
   “Well, Alice got married after she moved out of the boarding house. She and her husband moved to France for several years, and when he died, Miss La De Da moved back here. Her name isn’t Alice Frye anymore.”
 
   “What’s her name now?”
 
   “I don’t remember. I’d have to look in my address book.”
 
   Was she playing her bad memory game with me, or had she really forgotten?
 
   “What about her telephone number? Can you give that to me?”
 
   “Like I said, I’ll have to look at my address book. Quit being so pushy. Why don’t you come over tomorrow and I’ll give you her name, her address and her phone number.” Chance’s voice was beginning to sound irritated.
 
   “Okay, I’ll be over tomorrow.”
 
   We hung up and Chris finally came inside.
 
   “What took you so long?” I asked.
 
   “I visited our next door neighbors and asked if they heard anything. They did. Denise said she heard the dogs barking. You know our dogs hardly ever bark. Anyway, by the time she walked from the back of the house to our side, the dogs had quieted down. She didn’t see anything unusual, except a broken window! She figured Ace and I had been playing ball or something, and broken it. She said she’d noticed it the other day, which I figure would have been the day of the other break-in. She didn’t know about the other break-in because she never saw the police show up here. She’d gone to visit her mother and stayed the night. I’ll board up that window until we can get it replaced.”
 
   “Well, I’ve got news, and this one will make your day,” I said.
 
   “What’s up?” Chris asked.
 
   “Alice is no longer among the missing.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty-two
 
    
 
   “What? You found Alice? When? Where?” Chris sounded as surprised as I’d felt when Chance mentioned still being in touch with her old friend.
 
   “She and Chance still talk from time to time, if you can believe that. I’m going over to Chance’s tomorrow to get the address and phone number.”
 
   “I wonder why Janet couldn’t find her.”
 
   “Because Alice married and moved out of the country. Remember, her social security number wasn’t in the ledger. So all Janet had was her maiden name. And I would imagine that Alice Frye is probably a somewhat common name.”
 
   “It is. When I did a search on the computer for her, a whole slew of Alice Fryes turned up, but none of them appeared to be the one we’re looking for.”
 
   “I called Janet and she’s going to have someone come out to check fingerprints, but she didn’t think they’d find anything useful. I’d better call her back later and tell her about Alice. I don’t want to bug her or call her too often.”
 
   Chris returned to the office and his Internet searches, while I wandered out to the backyard to play with the dogs. I hadn’t been giving them enough attention lately and I felt guilt about it. I’d call Janet later.
 
   Labrador retrievers are called retrievers for a reason. They love to fetch things and bring them back. Mine each have a favorite toy, so I picked up Sherlock’s stuffed duck and Watson’s thingamajig, which looked like a giant worm and quacked like a duck when you squeezed it, and began throwing them for the dogs. Bred to retrieve birds, both dogs had “soft” mouths and handled their toys gently. However, when we switched to tug-of-war, that all changed. I spent a good half hour playing with them before giving them a break. Giving them a break equates to me resting.
 
   I called Chris out to the kitchen and suggested he take a break, too, so we sat at the table with mugs of coffee in front of us.
 
   “I don’t understand why someone would take those research pages,” I said. “They had to know you could look the information up again.”
 
   “Unless it was a delaying tactic.” Chris picked up his mug and took a swallow, then added a little sugar. “Or maybe they figure with enough roadblocks we’ll give up and go away. I think everybody in this city realizes how understaffed the police department is, and they may figure old murders would take a backseat to current crimes.”
 
   “It’s possible.”
 
   “Let’s take the dogs for a walk,” Chris said. “I do my best thinking when we walk. Come on.”
 
   “You take them. I’m tired. They wore me out.”
 
   “Come on.” Chris took hold of my hand and pulled me up. “By the time we’re done, it’ll be time to go see Freddi. Your reward for going on the walk with me and the dogs will be those old photos.”
 
   “You ol’ silver-tongued devil, you.” I let him pull me up and we called the dogs inside so we could put leashes on them.
 
   Sherlock and Watson were loose leash trained as puppies, and it turned out to be one of the smartest things we ever did. Labs grow big and they grow strong. I’d seen a woman at the dog park pulled down twice because the dog hadn’t been trained. Our dogs walked without pulling on their leashes. I frequently told them what a good girl and boy they were while walking.
 
   The exercise did me good, and it cleared my head. I actually felt myself relaxing, which surprised me because I hadn’t realized how stressed out I was.
 
   “Chris, why don’t we take a day off? Let’s go see Freddi and then come home and relax. Maybe we’d think more clearly with a day of rest.”
 
   “Sounds like a plan to me.”
 
   “I’ll call Constance and tell her that we’ll pick Mikey up after school. We can take him with us to Daniel’s.”
 
   “Good idea. We haven’t spent enough time with Ace over the past few days. You know that kid, he’ll enjoy going with us. He’ll feel like part of the team.”
 
   I chuckled. “He sure likes his new nickname. Mrs. Stanhope is upset because he’s asking the other kids to call him Ace.”
 
   “Mrs. Stanhope can take a – ”
 
   “Now, Chris,” I interrupted, “Mrs. Stanhope is an older woman, probably close to retirement. And she’s not used to children in her class having parents who’ve become involved in murder. Besides, she’s not representative of the majority of teachers. Next year he’ll have someone new – someone who’d probably laugh at his antics.”
 
   “Yeah, there is a positive side to this. I can’t wait until next year, and I’ll bet Ace can’t either.”
 
   We finished our walk and put the dogs in the backyard, making sure they had fresh water. I gave them each a treat for being so well-behaved, too. Watson licked my hand, and when I squatted down to pet her, she panted in my face. There’s nothing quite like the scent of doggie breath in the morning.
 
   Chris and I turned on an old movie and decided to bring the dogs inside. Sherlock curled up by my feet, as much as a large dog can curl, and immediately began snoring. Watson decided Chris needed attention, too, and she licked one of his shoes with gusto. I didn’t want to think about what might be on that shoe.
 
   “Would you quit it?” Chris said irritably, pushing her away. She hung her head and Chris called her back, scratching her back to make up to her. “Just leave my shoes alone, girl.”
 
   We both fell asleep about half way through the movie. When we woke up, the movie was over, so we had tomato soup and BLT’s for lunch. I gave the dogs each another treat and put them back outside.
 
   While I read a mystery I’d been working on, Chris called a couple of agencies about bands. We really had to find a group soon.
 
   And suddenly it was time to pick Mikey up at school. The day had gone by too quickly.
 
   Mikey was excited to find out he was going to see Freddi with us. “Finally,” he said. “I get to go on a stakeout with you guys.” Chris had been right about our son feeling like part of the team.
 
   “This isn’t a stakeout, Ace. Freddi is going to show us some photos from the old days.”
 
   “Photos? Is that all? I thought we were going to do some detecting.” Mikey’s excitement turned into disappointment in a flash.
 
   “That’s part of detecting,” Chris told him. “It’s not all car chases and skulking in alleys or ducking down in cars so you can watch someone. A lot of it is boring. You have to find clues to solve a mystery. And that’s why we’re going to see Freddi. We’re looking for clues, and her pictures might hold a few.”
 
   I thought Chris was blowing the pictures out of proportion, but Mikey suddenly seemed more interested.
 
   “Yeah, clues. That’s what a good private eye would do,” my son said.
 
   Freddi was delighted that we brought Mikey along. “I have a grandson about your age, Mikey.”
 
   “You can call me Ace,” Mikey said proudly.
 
   “Ace, huh? Sounds like a mighty fine nickname to me. Come sit at the bar and I’ll find a soft drink for you. Do you like peanuts?”
 
   Mikey and Freddi headed behind the bar, hand in hand. I’d never seen him take to anyone quite as quickly as he’d taken to Freddi. Fortunately, my son is usually a good judge of character. She showed him where the peanuts were and handed him a bowl to fill. He did so and set it on the bar before walking back around and climbing up onto a barstool.
 
   “Huh. So this is what a bar looks like.” He glanced around, trying to appear as grown up as possible, nodding his head up and down slightly.
 
   “Well, this is more of a cocktail lounge,” Freddi said, “and you won’t want to hang out in bars when you’re older. When you’re older, and if you want a drink, find yourself a nice quiet little cocktail lounge, not a dirty ol’ bar.”
 
   “That’s something you won’t be thinking about for a very long time, Ace.” Chris made that sound like a very definitive statement.
 
   “I tasted beer at Danny’s house once, and I didn’t like it,” Mikey said. “I don’t think I’ll probably be a drinking man.”
 
   “Okay,” I said, having heard enough about booze and bars, “no more beer at Danny’s house and let’s move on to other things. Freddi, did you bring the pictures?” Danny’s mother and I would be having a talk.
 
   She pulled an album out from under the bar. “Sure did. My grandfather was so proud of this place. He took pictures, wrote on the pages who was in them and included the dates. You should find what you want in here.” She patted the album’s cover before sliding it over to me.
 
   I felt like she was giving me the album and I glanced up at her questioningly.
 
   “I have a dentist appointment that I have to keep, so I’m going to lend you the album. You can bring it back when you’re done.” She smiled. “If you don’t bring it back, I’ll know where to find you. By the way, what’s the name of your place?”
 
   “We’re thinking of calling it Bogey Nights,” Chris said.
 
   Freddi thought about that for a moment, appearing to let it roll around in her mind. She leaned forward and looked Chris in the eye. “I like it. It’s memorable and it suits your theme. And after seeing you, nobody will be able to forget it.”
 
   She picked up her purse and a hat, and walked back around the bar. Holding her hand out to Mikey, she said, “It’s been a pleasure, Ace. Maybe one night when I visit your parents’ restaurant, you and I can have dinner together.” She plunked the hat on her head at an odd angle and fished in her purse for keys.
 
   “Freddi,” I said, helping Mikey off his stool, “thank you so much for lending these to me. We’ll take very good care of them. I know they mean a lot to you.”
 
   We walked out together and waited while Freddi locked the front door of Daniel’s.
 
   “I know you will. Well, I’m off to see that butcher.” She glanced at Mikey. “I’m only joking, son, my dentist is the best one in town. I always feel better after I see him. And he’s my husband, so I get a good discount.” She laughed at her own humor.
 
   Oddly, Mikey looked at Freddi with longing. 
 
   She saw it and bent down to give him a hug. “What can I say? Kids love me. Since my grandson isn’t here today, you get his hug.”
 
   “I liked her,” Mikey said after we’d pulled away from the curb. “She is like a grandma. A funny one, too. I can’t wait to have dinner with her.”
 
   “I don’t know if she meant that or not, Ace,” Chris said. “Sometimes people say things just to be polite.”
 
   “She meant it. I could tell.”
 
   I smiled. I thought she meant it, too.
 
   ***
 
   We spent a quiet evening at home. I cooked for a change, actually happy to get away from fast food for the evening. It was only sloppy joe’s and pasta salad, but it tasted like manna from heaven.
 
   Mrs. Stanhope had given Mikey his Friday assignment, so he did his homework before joining Chris and me out on the patio. We got out a game and played for an hour before I sent my son up to take his shower.
 
   “Your bags are packed and ready to go,” I said. “You can look and see if I missed anything you want to take with you.”
 
   “I have a book I checked out at the library, but I know Grandpa will tease me for bringing a book. He teases me about everything.”
 
   “That’s okay. He used to tease your dad about everything, too.”
 
   Mikey stole a quick glance at Chris, seemingly wondering how his new dad would react to a comment about his other dad.
 
   “It’s okay, Ace. You’re one of the lucky ones. You’ve got two dads. You’re other dad cared for you very much, and so do I. I wish I could have met your real father. I hear he was aces, too.”
 
   Mikey looked relieved. “I don’t remember him, but if he was anything like grandpa, I would have liked him a lot. I’ll be back in a minute.”
 
   He went into the house and returned in a moment with Freddi’s picture album, placing it on the patio table.
 
   “Thanks, Mikey. We were going to look at those after you went to bed.” I opened the album to the first page.
 
   “I want to see them, too,” Mikey said, pulling his chair close to mine.
 
   We looked through the album together, but we were mostly looking at the old cars, old styles of clothing and people having a good time in a cocktail lounge. I’d never asked Freddi what her grandfather’s name was, but the first picture was of a man standing in front of Dapper Dan’s. The picture was labeled, Dan Simon, Proud New Owner. After that, personal family pictures were interspersed with pictures from the cocktail lounge.
 
   We breezed through the pictures because Mikey needed to get some sleep before leaving on his camping trip, and it was turning dark. A cool breeze came up reminding me that it was still spring, but I knew summer wasn’t far off.
 
   Chris and Mikey walked in to the house and I picked up the album, taking one last glance at Dan Simon. “Have you got any revelations for me?”
 
   He smiled at me from his spot in front of the bar.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty-three
 
    
 
   Linda and Gene picked Mikey up at six o’clock the next morning, anxious to get on the road before the rest of the holiday traffic. They wanted to drive for an hour or so before stopping for breakfast. The first thing Mikey did was ask his grandparents to start calling him Ace.
 
   “I think that’s a fine nickname,” Grandma Linda said, smiling.
 
   “Come on, Ace,” Grandpa Gene said, “let’s get moving. I think there’s a fish out there waiting for you.”
 
   Mikey gave us hurried hugs and ran out to the truck, stopping to admire the trailer hitched up behind it. He waved at us as they pulled away, while we stood and watched from the porch. I could see Mikey’s mouth moving and his grandmother laughing. They were going to have a good weekend.
 
   “That kid’s going to be wound up tighter than a yoyo when they get home,” Chris said.
 
   “He’ll be bouncing off the walls,” I agreed.
 
   “We’ll leave him in the backyard with Sherlock and Watson. They’ll tire him out.”
 
   We walked inside, hand in hand, and settled in the kitchen.
 
   “It seems awfully quiet,” I said.
 
   “He’s only been gone for thirty seconds,” Chris replied.
 
   “I know.”
 
   “You’re right,” Chris said, “it is quiet.”
 
   “What would you like for breakfast?” I asked.
 
   “Surprise me.”
 
   So I did. I sat down, picked up the phone and called in an order to a diner, asking that they deliver the food. Actually, it was the Red Barn, the diner where I was working when Chris and I first met. The owner laughed heartily when I asked for delivery and told me we could pick the food up in twenty minutes.
 
   Chris didn’t laugh heartily when I asked him to pick it up, but he left without a grumble.
 
   While he was gone I picked up Dan’s album and started looking through it again, taking my time. The cocktail lounge really hadn’t changed all that much. It had more modern booths and tables, but the bar was the same, as were the shelves and cabinets behind it.
 
   I thumbed through each page, soaking in the atmosphere the pictures provided. Dan had written the year the pictures were taken at the top of each page. I knew there had to be other albums, but these photos represented, apparently, the best of each year.
 
   I slowed down as I approached what looked like the right time period. There weren’t many pictures, but the ones I was looking at seemed important.
 
   There was a dart board at the far end of the bar. Two men were standing next to it. One was Dan, and the other had a wide smile on his face, and he was pointing at the dart which was stuck smack dab right in the middle of the target. The caption read, “Shipley does it again.”
 
   My heart did another one of those tap dances it had been doing lately. This had to be Sam Shipley. I studied his him closely. Just like Chance had said, he was a big man, very tall. He was handsome in a rugged way, and he had a long scar that ran from beside his eye down to his chin. No one had mentioned the scar, but between that and his size, I could imagine that if one saw him in person it probably made him appear scary.
 
   I focused on the next few photos, but their names didn’t match those of anyone we’d heard of so far.
 
   Turning the page, my eyes did everything but roll back in my head. The picture at the top of the page was of two women standing side by side, arms linked together, and the caption read, “Our Songbirds, Chance and Alice. Sweeter Voices Were Never Heard.”
 
   One woman was short and blonde, and the other was taller and had brunette hair. Chance and Alice. Alice and Chance. Sam. Their names echoed through my head. Here they were, right in front of me. I looked closer. Little Alice was smiling the smile of a cherub, but Chance looked somber. Was she unhappy to be having her picture taken? That didn’t fit. She was nuts about herself. Maybe she was upset at sharing the attention with Alice.
 
   I heard Chris pull into the driveway and set the album aside, leaving it open. I quickly pulled two plates and glasses from the cupboard and grabbed some silverware out of the drawer. After pouring myself a cup of coffee, I fished milk and jam out of the refrigerator and sat down, trying to look like I’d been waiting patiently for my breakfast and not setting the table at the last minute.
 
   I heard Chris whistling when he came through the front door. “Honey, I’m home,” he called.
 
   I smiled at my Bogey Man when he walked into the kitchen.
 
   He glanced at the open album sitting on the sink. “Whatcha been doin’?” he asked.
 
   “Nothing.”
 
   “Not even looking at pictures?”
 
   “Nah, I was waiting for you to come home.”
 
   “Uh huh.” He set the bag of food down on the table and poured himself a cup of coffee while I started unpacking the food.
 
   “Well, I couldn’t help it. I had to take a peek. My curiosity got the best of me.”
 
   He rolled his upper lip under and shrugged. “That’s okay, peaches, you’re the brains in this outfit anyway, so it’s just as well you took a gander with that ol’ eagle eye of yours. See anything interesting?”
 
   “Yes, but let’s eat breakfast before we go through them.”
 
   I smiled at him smugly and he watched me through slitted eyes.
 
   “You must have found something good. Want to spill your guts and tell me what you saw?”
 
   “Nope. Right now I want to eat my breakfast.”
 
   Chris took a step toward the album.
 
   “Uh uh. Sit down and eat. We’ve got all weekend to look at the pictures and solve a couple of murders.”
 
   He sneered at me before smiling and sitting down. “So what’s on the agenda today?”
 
   “I have to go see Chance to get the information about Alice. What about you?”
 
   “I’m going to see another band, if you want to go with me.” He took a bite of toast and picked up his glass of milk.
 
   “I trust your judgment. What else?”
 
   He swallowed before answering me. “I’m not sure. I want to go over to the restaurant and see if Big D is making any progress, and I should call either Midge or Charlotte.”
 
   “I’d call Charlotte if I were you. I think after meeting us she kind of expects us to stay in contact with her. They’ve got a new cook at the Red Barn. Aren’t these eggs delicious?”
 
   Chris nodded, forking a bite of his eggs. He stopped the fork, midway to his mouth. “If you want to wait until later to see Chance, I’ll go with you.”
 
   “That’s okay. It’ll just be a hit-and-run visit. Get the information and leave. I’m not going to stay. Besides, I know how uncomfortable she makes you.”
 
   “Thanks.” I could hear the relief in his voice. “What are you going to do about Alice?”
 
   “I’ll call her and see if she’ll talk to me. Maybe she’ll have a less slanted view of the things that went on back then than Chance has. I get the feeling that she was probably the more reasonable woman of the two of them.”
 
   We finished breakfast and I washed the dishes before picking up the album again. I set it on the table and flipped the page back to the picture of Sam Shipley.
 
   “Guess who,” I said, turning the album toward Chris and pushing it across the table.
 
   He studied the picture closely. “I can see why he scared Chance. He’s not all that bad looking, but between his size and that scar, he could play the part of a serial killer in the movies. The scar makes his smile kind of weird.”
 
   “My thoughts exactly.” I reached across the table and turned the page, tapping the top picture.
 
   “Oh,” Chris said. “Even after all these years Chance is recognizable.” He looked at the other, smaller woman. “So this is Alice. She doesn’t look like competition for Chance to me, although she’s pretty.”
 
   “I know what you mean. They each have a very different type of look. Alice appears sweet and cute, and she has a softer look than Chance. Chance has a more worldly appearance, like she might have been around the block once or twice.”
 
   Chris started turning the pages and studying the other photos. “Did you look at any of the rest of these?”
 
   “I only got as far as Chance and Alice before you got home.”
 
   “Well, then, come take a look. Here’s another character from our little drama.” Chris was pointing at the picture of another man. “It looks like this photo was staged.”
 
   I walked around the table and looked over Chris’s shoulder. There were six people in the picture with spectators in the background. Two had their fists up as though they were about to throw a punches, and the other four were watching. The thing was, even though they were scowling, you could see the two fighters were having to hold back a laugh. And the spectators were laughing out loud. The caption read, “When Long and Blakely Fight, Everyone wants in on the Donnybrook.”
 
   “Can you believe this?” I asked “Thanks to this album, we know what every one of the players looked like. And we can come to some conclusions. Look at the two fighters. They were friends. There’s no doubt in my mind. But in the picture of Chance and Alice, they didn’t look like friends.”
 
   “Oddly, these pictures seem to give me more perspective about these people.” Chris continued to study the photos.
 
   I took a closer look at the donnybrook photo, this time studying the men who were standing back from the fighters and watching. I pointed one of the men out to Chris. “I couldn’t swear to it, but I think this one is Jim, the guy I played poker with the other day.”
 
   “Are you sure? That would mean he knew these guys. Didn’t he say he didn’t know who they were?”
 
   “Yeah,” I said slowly. “You know what? I’m going to scan these pictures and print them, and I’m taking them to Chance’s with me today. I’m going to show the fight picture to Jim and see if I get a reaction. Maybe he’s more involved in this than we thought.”
 
   “Pamela, you be careful. He may be old, but that doesn’t mean he can’t do some damage. I think you should wait until I can go with you.”
 
   “No, trust me. I won’t approach him if he’s by himself. The other poker players will probably be there. Besides, he might say that it is him, but he didn’t know who he was watching. I mean, it’s a staged fight, so Dan could have asked other patrons to pose for the picture. Jim was such a nice guy. I can’t imagine him being involved in all of this.”
 
   “I want you to be careful. Like I said, and I can’t repeat it enough, these people might be old, but that doesn’t mean they’re harmless. And if somebody put you down for the count, cookie, I don’t know what Mikey and I would do.”
 
   Standing behind Chris, I reached around his neck and hugged him.
 
   “You’re choking me,” he croaked.
 
   While Chris made a few phone calls on restaurant business, I scanned the pictures of interest and printed them on photo paper. Rather than pull out the pictures and take a chance on harming them, I scanned the whole page. When I was done I called Janet and told her about Alice being alive and about the album.
 
   “You two are amazing. Alice and photographs. I wish we’d known where she was earlier. She might have been able to clear up a few things for us,” Janet said. “When you have the information on her, call and let me know where to find her.”
 
   “I will, but I’m not going to wait for you. I’m going to call her myself, as soon as I can.”
 
   Janet sighed. “I wish I could tell you to stay out of it, but I’m actually finding you and Chris to be a big help.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   “By the way, I found out how Charlotte managed to find out what we’re doing. One of the other detectives here is a relative of hers, and he happens to be someone I’ve been sharing information with about the investigation. He said he would have warned me not to use you and Chris to run down leads, but Charlotte talked him out of it. 
 
    “So now I want to warn you, Pamela, if anything happens to you or Chris, our butts could be on the line. Don’t take any chances. Call me if you find out anything that could lead to the killer and let me take care of it.”
 
   ***
 
   After Chris and I ate lunch, he left to listen to another band. This one was called Murder One, and I didn’t have high hopes for them. I couldn’t imagine a forties-type band calling themselves Murder One.
 
   I left for Chance’s apartment not long after Chris pulled out. While driving over there I thought about Jim. No matter how hard I tried, I simply couldn’t imagine him as a multiple murderer. Besides, his name had never come up in connection with the boarding house. His only connection was Dapper Dan’s, as far as I could tell.
 
   I pulled up to the retirement village and headed straight for the recreation room. As I approached it I could hear the voices of my new friends. Shelly was asking one of them if he was in or out.
 
   “Hey, everybody,” I said, greeting them.
 
   “Pamela, pull up a chair,” Stuart said.
 
   “I can’t today – another time. I was hoping to talk to Jim for a minute.”
 
   “What do you need, little lady?” Jim asked.
 
   “I wondered if you’d look at some pictures. I think one of them might be of you.”
 
   His interest piqued, he sat down at a different table with me and I spread the pictures out for him to look at. Apparently his vision wasn’t what it once was, even with glasses. He bent over to take a very close look at them.
 
   “Is that you?” I asked, pointing to one of the figures in the phony fight photo.
 
   “It is. Well, I’ll be darned,” he said, smiling. He glanced at the rest of the pictures. “Where did you get these?” His smile disappeared and he looked perplexed – or could that be a look of fear?
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty-four
 
    
 
   “Is there something wrong?” I asked.
 
   “Nooo,” he said, slowly. “Not really. I remember when this was taken, and we were having a good time that night. Just for a second though, while I looked at all of the pictures, something didn’t feel right.”
 
   “What didn’t feel right?”
 
   “I can’t say.” He looked up at me. “You know. It was one of those things that passes through your mind before you can grab it. It’ll come to me though. I hate getting old. My mind just doesn’t work quick like it used to.”
 
   “I won’t push you, Jim. You think about it and maybe whatever it was will come back to you.”
 
   He pinched his lips together before speaking. “Sometimes it takes me a while, but eventually I remember what I was trying to think of.”
 
   “Do you recognize the two men who’re pretending to fight?” I asked.
 
   “Their faces are familiar, but I don’t recollect their names.” He leaned closer and took another look. “Wait a minute, I know this one. What was his name again?” He pointed to Charles.
 
   “That was Charles Blakely,” I said.
 
   “Yes, yes. That was Charles alright. I remember him now. Nice guy.”
 
   “Do you recognize any of the others?” I pointed to the other photos.
 
   “Well, of course, this one is Chance and Alice.” He turned his head slightly to the right and squinted, as though trying to conjure up a memory. Shaking his head, he turned to the last photo.
 
   “Do you know who that is?” I asked.
 
   He squinted again and took a close look. “Yes. That’s the fellow who came in and had an argument with Chance.”
 
   “Do you mean Sam Shipley?”
 
   “I do. That’s Sam. I’m surprised at the memories that come flooding back just from looking at these pictures. My, my. Those were the days.”
 
   “Hey, Jim, are you gonna play the game or not?” Shelly called.
 
   “I’ll be right there.” He sounded irritated.
 
   “Well, you go play cards, and if you remember what was bothering you, would you let me know?” I wrote down my phone number and handed it to him.
 
   “I will. I’ll think on it real hard.”
 
   “Now I’m off to see Chance.”
 
   Shelly spoke up. “Chance is gone again. She went out with that nephew of hers about an hour ago.”
 
   That annoyed me. She knew I was coming over to get Alice’s phone number and address from her.
 
   “I don’t suppose you’d know when she’s due back?”
 
   “Nope. But I wouldn’t look for her anytime soon. She had on her good goin’-to-town clothes. When she wears those, she usually don’t come back until late. For an old lady, she’s got plenty of energy.”
 
   “A lot more than you,” Stuart said, looking at his cards and pointedly not looking in Shelly’s direction.
 
   I thanked Shelly, Stuart and Jim and told them I’d be back on Saturday. If things went right, I’d play a couple of hands of poker with them.
 
   They waved over their shoulders as I left the recreation room.
 
   Just to be on the safe side, I walked over and knocked on Chance’s door. No answer. I turned and headed for my car, feeling almost, but not quite, like I’d wasted my time. At least Jim had confirmed a few things for me.
 
   While I drove home, I thought about the look on his face when he looked at the pictures. Was I imagining things or could it have been a look of alarm or fear on his face? Fear of what? Being caught? Maybe I’d better mention him to Janet. She could look into his background. He had known Sam Shipley and Charles Blakely, although initially he’d told me he didn’t know Charles. Could he have another one of those selective memories, like Chance?
 
   Chris’s car wasn’t in the driveway when I arrived home. I hoped he’d be back soon, because I wanted to talk to him.
 
   At the moment I couldn’t help but feel like the nineteen-forties were just a hotbed of weirdness. Nice guys, scary guys, men who pretended to fight, cute little ladies, and women who thought all men were at their beck and call. And two dead bodies. Just plain weirdness. Maybe the “now” wasn’t so bad after all. 
 
   Nowadays people just pulled out a gun, shot you and ran. There was something really devious about the crimes we were looking at. Someone had murdered two men and hidden the bodies, and they’d almost gotten away with it. Since some of the players were already dead, maybe someone did get away with it.
 
   And who’d broken into our house? The only one who seemed young enough to do it out of this crowd would be John. John? No, I didn’t believe that for a second.
 
   I heard Chris pull into the driveway and walked out to meet him. I spilled my guts, telling him everything I’d been thinking. By the time we got to the front door, he was laughing.
 
   “Pamela, slow down. I’ve been thinking, too. We’ll do some more research, you’ll get the number for Alice from Chance, and we’ll call her and talk to her. We’ll put all the facts together, and we’ll come up with a likely suspect. We’ve been making this too hard. It’ll actually, probably, turn out to be fairly simple.”
 
   “Yeah,” I said, “we can narrow this down. Who knows? Maybe it’ll turn out that Dapper Dan was the killer. He knew both of them.” Talk about grasping at straws…
 
   We walked inside and I noticed the light flashing on the answering machine. I pushed the button and heard my son say that he was having a good time, but he missed us all the same. Then he giggled at something Grandma Linda told him and said he’s see us in a few days. And, oh yeah, he’d already caught a fish. They were going to eat it for dinner.
 
   There was another message, and it was from Janet. She confirmed that the second body was that of Sam Shipley, just as she’d thought.
 
   Chris and I had a light dinner that night, if you consider shrimp salad, corn on the cob and garlic bread light. After dinner we sat at the kitchen table and discussed the case. While we talked, I took notes so we wouldn’t forget anything.
 
   “I can’t explain it,” Chris said, “but I have a feeling Alice is the key to this whole mess. When are you going to see Chance again?”
 
   “First thing in the morning. I’m going to call her and make sure she’s going to be there this time. She really is a very thoughtless woman.”
 
   “I know, and you don’t like thoughtless women. Maybe her forgetfulness isn’t an act. Maybe we’ve just been fortunate enough to catch her on a few of her good days. We haven’t met with her that many times.” That was my Bogey Man, the optimist.
 
   “Who broke into our house?” I asked, starting to verbalize the things on my mind. “Why did Jim look so odd when he studied those photos? Why would anyone want to kill Charles and Sam? What’s Alice’s connection to the crimes? As far as that goes, what’s Chance’s connection? We never did get to talk to Dudley. Could he have been the killer? Dan knew all of them. Could he have some connection?”
 
   “That’s a stretch,” Chris said.
 
   “I know, but still, he knew everyone. We can’t cross anyone off the list yet.”
 
   “I think the motive is the key, babe. We need to brainstorm and come up with the reason for the murders. We know there were intricate relationships at the boarding house. Three men and two women. There were two different types of jealousies – ”
 
   “Yes. One involving the two women and the men, and the one between the two women. I’m kind of surprised that Chance and Alice are still in touch. Chance doesn’t seem like the forgiving type to me.”
 
   “I don’t think she is,” Chris said, “but I think theirs was a complicated friendship. I don’t think Chance ever had any other female friends. Maybe she figured Alice was better than no friend at all.”
 
   “You could be right.”
 
   “We can talk until we’re blue in the face, but we’re not going to accomplish much until we talk to Alice. We need more facts.”
 
   I sighed. “Let’s go to bed and sleep on it. Maybe one of us will have an epiphany during the night.”
 
   “Yeah, right.” Chris stood up and took my hands, pulling me up with him. “Mikey is out of town. We’re here by ourselves. Forget epiphanies and forget sleep. Let’s just go to bed.”
 
   He gave me his best Bogey smile and winked.
 
   “Oh, baby,” I said. “There’s a lot to be said for grandparents and camping trips.”
 
   ***
 
   Waiting to call Chance was one of the most difficult things I’ve ever done, but I didn’t want to wake her up and take a chance on upsetting her. I held off until nine o’clock and then I couldn’t help myself. I picked up the receiver and punched her number in.
 
   “Hello? Who is it?” she asked, answering the phone.
 
   “It’s Pamela.”
 
   “Oh, it’s you. You were supposed to come over yesterday,” she said, putting me on the defensive.
 
   “I did, but you weren’t home,” I said, throwing it right back at her.
 
   “Then I guess you didn’t come early enough, did you?”
 
   “Are you going to be home today?” I asked.
 
   “Most of the day.”
 
   “Okay, what time do you want me to come over?”
 
   She was quiet for a moment. “Come at noon. You can eat lunch with me.”
 
   “I’ll be there at noon,” I replied. “Chance, I’m not trying to upset you, you know.”
 
   “Oh, I know. I just get really cranky sometimes. I can’t help myself. I guess it’s my age.”
 
   “Well, lunch sounds nice. Can I bring anything?”
 
   “No, just yourself. But try to be on time, will you?”
 
   “Noon. I’ll be there at the stroke of twelve.”
 
   “Good,” Chance said.
 
   “Good,” I said just before I pushed the off button.
 
   Chris came in from the yard, where he’d been alternately playing with the dogs and cleaning up their messes. “Did you call Chance yet?”
 
   “I did, and I’m going to have lunch with her. She sounded almost normal today. Maybe we’ll get along for a change.”
 
   I scooped up the photographs to take with me and something caught my eye. As with Jim, it flew in one side of my brain and out the other side so fast that I couldn’t figure out what had caught my attention. I set the photos down again, but I couldn’t see anything unusual, other than two men pretending to fight. I rolled my eyes, thinking that maybe I was aging prematurely.
 
   I had some time on my hands so I helped Chris work in the yard for a while before changing my clothes to go to Chance’s.
 
   By the time I changed clothes, Chris had finished his work and settled at the table in the kitchen. When I entered the kitchen, he stood and came to stand by me. Nudging me, he said, “How’d you enjoy yourself last might, shweetheart?”
 
   “Bogey Man, you sure know how to show a dollface a good time.”
 
   Chris kissed me on the forehead. “I aim to please.”
 
   With a smile on my face, I picked up the photographs and left for Chance’s apartment, determined to get along with her for once. I was also determined to find some answers, whether from her, or later from Alice.
 
   Like my daddy used to say, be careful what you wish for.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty-five
 
    
 
   Chance was waiting at the door for me when I arrived.
 
   “Come on in,” she invited. “I’m just about to start lunch.”
 
   “Before lunch, would you look at some photographs? I visited Dapper Dan’s, or Daniel’s as it’s now called, and the owner turned out to be the granddaughter of the man who owned it when you and Alice used to sing there. She had an album of pictures from the old days. There’s even one of you and Alice.”
 
   Chance’s lips tightened as though the mention of Alice’s name upset her. I wondered what her reaction would be when she looked at the photo, and I still wondered why these two women would keep in touch if Chance disliked Alice so much.
 
   “Well?” she asked impatiently, sitting down on the couch.
 
   Sitting in the chair directly across from her, I pulled the photos out and, reaching over, laid them on her lap. I wanted to be in a position to see her reaction to them. I could also see what she was looking at as she picked up each one.
 
   The first photo was Sam Shipley. She frowned before her face morphed into anger. She quickly set it aside without any comment.
 
   The second one was the staged fight. I could see her studying each face. She looked puzzled and finally looked up at me.
 
   “You know, I think one of these men actually lives here. I see Charles and Dudley, and this one other man looks familiar. I think he’s one of those lousy poker players from the activity room.” Her eyes narrowed and she glanced off to the side.
 
   “You could be mistaken,” I said. Jim didn’t need Chance figuring out who he was and giving him a bad time. What was I thinking? If Jim was the killer, then I wanted Chance’s input about him. “On the other hand, you could be right.”
 
   She turned her gaze back to me, one eye half closed and the other wide open. “Yes, indeed, I do remember this man. He had it bad for Alice, but she wouldn’t even give him the time of day.”
 
   That was news to me. I vaguely recalled him saying something about liking Chance, but I didn’t remember him saying he liked Alice.
 
   Chance tossed the photo aside, on top of the one of Shipley, and studied the one of her and Alice. Her face was a study in mixed emotions. She almost smiled, but changed it to a frown in a heartbeat. The longer she looked at herself and Alice, the sadder her expression became. And without warning, she stood up and threw the picture down in anger.
 
   “What is it Chance?” I asked.
 
   “You should know,” she replied. “I used to be young and beautiful. Now I’m old and wrinkled. I don’t like what I’ve turned into.”
 
   I was shocked. Of all the things she could have said, this wasn’t what I expected – and at the same time it didn’t surprise me.
 
   “You’re still beautiful, Chance. It’s hard to even think of you as old.” Uh huh.  Yeah, right.
 
   I could see her anger turn into pleasure. “Really?” She turned her head to the side and tipped her chin down, and her eyes found mine, almost flirtatiously.
 
   If she hadn’t been looking at me, I would have rolled my eyes.
 
   She sat back down and picked up the photos again. “This one is Sam Shipley. He’s the one I told you about that used to scare me. Look at that ugly puss of his.”
 
   She handed me the photo, and I nodded, letting her think I agreed with her. I handed it back to her. From what I’d been able to gather, Sam was actually a nice guy. Maybe he didn’t like Chance’s affection for herself. I know it got on my nerves.
 
   “These men were quite something. Charles was a nice man, but he couldn’t seem to get over me. Now that’s kind of silly because I never led him on. I let him know in no uncertain terms that he wasn’t what I was looking for in a man.”
 
   “What were you looking for?” I asked.
 
   “Never you mind. Those days are gone and best forgotten.” Chance clamped her lips together, letting me know she had nothing else to say on the subject.
 
   “I know that when I met Chris, it just happened. I wasn’t even looking for someone to love. But there he was, in his vintage suit and fedora hat. I felt like I’d known him all my life.” I felt like I needed to keep the conversation going.
 
   “If I were younger, you’d have to fight me off to keep Chris.”
 
   I was dumfounded. What’s the matter with this woman? I thought.
 
   My face must have given me away, because Chance said, “I was only joking. I wouldn’t try to steal your man away from you.”
 
   “I hope not.”
 
   She laughed, but it wasn’t a sweet sound, as she picked up the picture of her and Alice. “Now this is a woman I wouldn’t have made friends with if I’d known what she was like. She wanted everything I had; my money, my men, and even my home. She wanted a free ride through our friendship. If I bought a new white dress, then she wanted a new white dress. But she couldn’t have it all. It was mine.”
 
   “Well, she wasn’t rich,” I said. “Maybe she couldn’t afford things like you could. I was a single mom before I met Chris, and I know what it’s like to pinch those pennies. It must have been difficult for her to watch you spending money when she knew she couldn’t have the same things.”
 
   Chance gave me a derisive look and didn’t respond.
 
   “It was just a thought,” I said.
 
   Chance looked at the picture. “You read what Dan wrote, didn’t you? ‘Our Songbirds, Chance and Alice. Sweeter Voices Were Never Heard.’” She tried to throw the picture across the room, but it was so light that it just floated to the floor.
 
   The jealousies obviously ran deeper than I’d imagined.
 
   “Singing was the one thing I did that she could use against me. She could sing, too, and she tried to turn it into a competition. The night I went to Dapper Dan’s and found her singing, she was even wearing a dress of mine. Of course, it didn’t fit her and she looked like an idiot, but the fact remained that it was my dress.”
 
   I thought if Chance was standing, she’d stamp her foot in anger.
 
   “Dan wouldn’t believe me when I told him I wouldn’t sing there anymore if Alice sang, too. I showed him though. I left and never went back. And you know what?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Alice left, too, because the competition ended. So did the friendship.”
 
   I was stunned at the feelings these women had for each other and the things they did to one another.
 
   “Would you like to help me make lunch?” she asked. Chance’s voice was suddenly sweet, and the abrupt change of subject threw me.
 
   “Sure. What can I do?”
 
   “We’re having toasted cheese sandwiches. Why don’t you get out the bread and cheese and put them together while I start the pan heating?”
 
   “I can do that. Do you use butter or mayonnaise on your sandwich?”
 
   “Either one is fine with me.”
 
   I followed Chance into her kitchen. There was barely room for one, much less two of us. I found the bread and cheese, and decided to use butter to brown the sandwiches. I could hear her behind me, pulling a frying pan out of the drawer at the bottom of the stove. It made a loud clunk when she set it on the stove. She was obviously still upset.
 
   While I put the sandwiches together I thought about Alice. I really needed to talk to her and find out what her side of the story was. I didn’t altogether trust Chance and I knew in my heart that there was more to this than met the eye. And none it put me any closer to finding out who the killer was.
 
   Turning around I saw that Chance still used a cast iron skillet. No wonder it had clunked. She’d already melted some butter in the pan so I set the sandwiches in it. She pulled a spatula out of the drawer and hummed while she waited to turn the sandwiches over.
 
   “Was Alice really that bad?” I asked while we waited.
 
   Chance pulled two glasses out of the cupboard and set them on the breakfast bar.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Tell me which cupboard the plates are in and I’ll set them on the bar,” I said.
 
   She pointed at one of the cupboard doors.
 
   With the sandwiches finally done, we sat down to eat lunch. I watched Chance’s hand shake when she picked up her sandwich. It must be difficult to age, I thought. Everything about our bodies changes.
 
   “Chance, tell me a little more about Alice. She must have some redeeming qualities or you wouldn’t have become friends in the first place.”
 
   “She admired me.”
 
   That was it? The only reason for the friendship was because Alice admired Chance? I finished my sandwich in silence. Glancing at her from time to time, it looked like she was thinking things over. I let her be.
 
   We finished eating and I walked into the kitchen. Reaching over the breakfast bar, I picked up the plates and glasses and put them in the sink.
 
   “Would you wash those while I clean the stove?” Chance asked.
 
   “Sure.” I checked under the sink and found the dishwashing liquid.
 
   Chance was humming again.
 
   “I don’t think I’ve ever come right out and asked you,” I said. “Who do you think killed Charles and Sam?”
 
   “Sam?” Chance’s voice sounded odd.
 
   I took a quick breath. I’d forgotten to tell her that we’d found a second body.
 
   “Oh, Chance, I’m so sorry. I forgot to tell you about Sam.”
 
   “Sam?” she said. “They found Sam’s body, too?”
 
   “Yes. He was buried in the backyard.”
 
   “They found Sam’s body,” she repeated.
 
   I turned and looked at her, feeling bad that I’d told her this way. I couldn’t read the look on her face, but it was probably shock.
 
   “Do you want to sit down?” I asked.
 
   “No. Let’s finish up here.”
 
   I turned back to the dishes and my mind started whirring. I remembered Jim looking puzzled when he was looking at the photographs. And with a clarity I’d never experienced before, I began to put things together.
 
   Excusing myself, I walked out to the living room and picked up all the pictures. It was the one of Alice and Chance that held my attention. I focused on their dresses. One had white buttons, and the other one had wooden buttons. There was a slight shadow indicating something on the buttons.
 
   “What is it?” Chance called from the kitchen.
 
   “Nothing,” I replied. “I just wanted to take another look.” I returned to the dishes, remembering snippets of conversations.
 
   Smokey Joe said she’d been described to him as “such a quiet little thing” before he’d moved into the boarding house. Quiet and little. It could be nothing, but he’d said little. Chance was tall, and not at all quiet.
 
   How did Chance know the body was buried under a cement slab? It hadn’t struck me at the time she’d said it, but she’d known.
 
   “That picture of me and Alice seems to be pretty interesting to you,” Chance said. “You know… ”
 
   Jim had referred to Chance as cute. She might have been a lot of things, but “cute” wasn’t one of them.
 
   And one more thing. John had mentioned visiting the boarding house when he was young, but Chance said she’d only met John a few years ago.
 
   Uh oh.
 
   Before I could think about any of the other things we’d learned, the front door flew open and banged against the wall. In what felt like slow motion, I raised my head and looked across the room. Chris stood there with his hands waving in the air. Jim stood behind him with his mouth hanging open.
 
   “ALICE! NO!” Chris yelled.
 
   Alice?
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty-six
 
    
 
   Alice?
 
   I turned to find Chance standing behind me, by the stove, holding the cast iron skillet in the air. Her arms were trembling from the weight.
 
   “What…” I automatically threw my arms up in a defensive posture.
 
   Alice tried to swing the skillet, but it dropped with a loud thud. She put her hands to her face and began to quietly cry.
 
   Chris ran across the room and pulled me out of the kitchen. “Janet’s on her way. I called her on the cell phone.” He held me tight, almost squeezing the air out of me. I could hear sirens off in the distance.
 
   Jim walked slowly into the apartment. “Alice,” he said softly. “It was you, all the time.”
 
   Chance, or Alice, or whoever she was, lifted her head and looked at Jim, hatred streaming out of her eyes. “You ruined everything, you old coot. I hated you then, and I hate you now, you piece of dirt. I…” She slumped to the floor and continued to cry.
 
   The sirens became louder, and abruptly stopped whining. Janet ran in the apartment with two uniformed coppers following her.
 
   “Explain, Bogey Man. What’s going on here?” I asked, pushing him away.
 
   “This is Alice, not Chance.”
 
   And everything finally clicked into place. Click. Click. Click.
 
   ***
 
   Alice – and yes, she was Alice – was arrested and taken to the police station. Janet filled us in on the story as soon as she could, which turned out to be the next morning.
 
   For starters, it turned out John was Alice’s nephew, not Chance’s. He knew something wasn’t right, and he knew Alice had taken over Chance’s identity, but Alice told him Chance died in an accident and she’d assumed her identity. With all that money as an incentive, he’d let her lead Chance’s life. It had never struck us that as Chance’s sister’s son his name wouldn’t have been Murphy. Apparently, it never struck him either. John was the one who’d broken into our house – at Alice’s request.
 
   “But what happened?” I asked. “Did Alice really kill both men? And where’s the real Chance?”
 
   Janet leaned forward, resting her elbows on the kitchen table. “Chance Murphy was a sweet, innocent and way too trusting woman, from what we’ve learned. By the time Alice moved into the boarding house, Chance had already lost her parents and inherited their estate. There was no sister, so Chance got it all. And Alice wanted it, along with everything else. She insinuated herself into Chance’s life fairly easily. Like I said, Chance was too trusting.”
 
   “Again, did Alice kill both men?” I asked.
 
   “She did. She began pilfering things from Chance and blaming it on Charles Blakely. Blakely figured it out and confronted Alice. She apologized and acted penitent. 
 
   “One day when everyone was out, not long after the confrontation, she asked Charles to help her bring something up from the basement. Chance had let her store some boxes down there. She opened one of them and took out that frying pan you saw and clocked Blakely over the head when he turned to leave the basement. She dug the hole and buried him. Then she asked Chance if she would mind putting in a cement slab to protect the things she had stored there. Of course, Chance had someone come in right away and lay the cement.”
 
   “Was it Alice who wrote the notes to Charles?”
 
   “Yes. She actually liked him in the beginning, but that changed when he wouldn’t respond to her advances.”
 
   “What about Sam Shipley?” Chris asked.
 
   “Ah, Sam Shipley. He didn’t scare Chance, as Alice said he did. He scared Alice. He pretty much had her number, based on what she told us, and he threatened her. 
 
   “When Charles moved out, or so Sam thought, he moved out, too. Blakely really did owe Sam some money, so after spending a month with his sister, he came back looking for him. Alice answered the door, but Sam heard one of the new boarders call her Chance before she could say anything to him. He left without asking about Blakely. After thinking things over, he figured out that Alice had taken over Chance’s identity. Returning to the house, he asked what she’d done to Chance. Alice told him that he should be ashamed of himself for thinking he’done anything. He told her that she was the one who should be ashamed.”
 
   “So how did he end up dead?” I asked.
 
   “He came back a third time. Apparently he watched the house and waited until he knew she’d be there alone. Again, he asked her what she’d done to Chance. She told him to follow her to the basement and she’d show him. Like a fool, he did. She pointed out the cement to him. Before he could turn to see what she was talking about, she took the frying pan and gave him the same treatment as Blakely. We don’t know how she got him out to the backyard or why she buried him there. She wouldn’t tell us, saying it didn’t matter.”
 
   “Wow,” I said. “But we didn’t find Chance’s body in the basement, so what was that all about?”
 
   “After Blakely and Shipley were out of the picture, Alice suggested a little vacation to Las Vegas. Dudley Long had given his notice and moved, so the house would be empty. Chance wouldn’t need to worry about anything while they were gone, and she could rent out the rooms when they returned. Alice returned, but Chance didn’t. Alice left her body out in the desert somewhere between here and Las Vegas.”
 
   “Alice wanted it all for herself,” Chris said.
 
   “Give the man a prize,” Janet said. “You’re right on target. She returned from the desert and took over Chance’s name and life. But she couldn’t let go of that damned cast iron skillet. She said as long as she kept using it to cook, no one would suspect it had been used to commit two murders. Can you believe that?”
 
   Chris and I looked at each other. She’d almost used the skillet again, and she would have gotten away with it if it hadn’t been for Jim.
 
   “Why wasn’t Alice living high on the hog, considering she had access to all of Chance’s money?” Chris asked.
 
   “Alice never went anywhere because she was afraid someone would know she wasn’t Chance, and that’s why she lived at the retirement village. She only spends the money on little things. Her fear of being discovered, even after all those years, had become her constant companion. By the way, Alice was a few years younger than Chance. Not that it matters, but I couldn’t help wondering how a woman of ninety could look as good as she does.” Janet seemed to have all the answers.
 
   It was my turn to have a question answered. “Chris, I never asked. How did you know about Alice?”
 
   “Jim called, but you’d already left for the retirement village,” Chris said. “He told me he’d finally figured out what was bothering him about the photograph of Chance and Alice. He’d gotten the two women mixed up in his mind. When Alice introduced herself as Chance, he automatically remembered the tall one as Chance. But after seeing the picture, he realized his mistake. Chance was the short blonde.
 
   “When I told him you’d left to see Chance, he was frantic. He said he had a ‘bad feeling’ about the whole thing. I told him to wait for me, and to keep an eye on the apartment. I drove over there as fast as I could and found Jim waiting by the curb for me. You know the rest.”
 
   “What will happen to Alice?” I asked.
 
   “She’ll stand trial for Blakely’s and Shipley’s murders. Since she’s confessed to everything, it’s a no-brainer. Unfortunately, there’s no possibility of finding Chance’s body. By the way, Chance had no family after her parents died. Since Alice confessed to Chance’s murder, too, we’ll just have to wait to see what the D.A. says.”
 
   ***
 
   Sharon Stone, the reporter of my nightmares, had been so good about leaving us alone that Janet and I visited her together and gave her an exclusive story. She was elated, to say the least.
 
   Before Alice could go to trial she had a massive brain hemorrhage and died instantly.
 
   John eventually went to trial and was convicted on a few different charges, including fraud, breaking and entering and theft, but he had nothing to do with the murders so he wouldn’t spend too much time in the cooler.
 
   Internal Affairs took a good look at Janet because of our involvement in her case, but she said she was leaving the force anyway. As it turned out, she didn’t leave the department, nor did anything come of the investigation. Somehow I had a feeling that Charlotte might have pulled in a few favors. Janet did overhear Charlotte’s name mentioned.
 
   We attended Alice’s funeral. I don’t know why, but it seemed like the right thing to do. No one else was there, not even John.
 
   ***
 
   Big D finished the restaurant in record time, and true to her word, Sharon wrote a wonderful story about Bogey Nights. She raved about the food and entertainment, and never referred to the murders. She ended the article in bold print with, “Bogey Nights – where excellent cuisine and great atmosphere abound, including a band playing vintage music for you to dance to all night long – or in the words of the Bogey Man, where you can enjoy a little hooch and cut a rug, too.”
 
   We had a “soft” opening, which meant the first night was by invitation only. We were hiring the band Monday Moonshine because they were great with forties music, but they’d changed their name to Bogey’s Boys, at least while they played for us. They had to finish a previous commitment before starting at Bogey Nights. 
 
   Phyllis and Gloria, our Marilyn Monroe and Myrna Loy look-alikes, were there in all their glory (and in costume) to help us start down our new path. Chef Luis outdid himself on opening night, plus he made up some special treats for Sherlock and Watson, who gratefully accepted them from their spot in the backyard. After all, they had saved his life the night of the fire at the other restaurant. With two more look-alike waiters, we were set. Oh, yes, I should mention that one waiter looked like John Wayne, and one closely resembled a young Frank Sinatra.
 
   Opening night arrived and our special guests arrived with it. Freddi came with her husband and grandson, and invited Mikey to sit with them. Our little Ace was in his glory, telling stories about his mother and father, who had become private investigators. Of course my friend Constance was there, and she sat with this group and added sidebar comments to Mikey’s stories.
 
   Tad, the young man we’d bought my antique desk from, arrived with his wife, Trish. I asked him if he’d found a job yet, and he hadn’t. “Enjoy yourselves tonight, and come talk to Chris and me tomorrow. We might have something for you.”
 
   Midge and her husband, Pidge and Charlotte arrived together – in a limo no less. We were quite busy, so when Charlotte asked if there was a second entrance into the bar and asked if her chauffer could come in that way to bring us a gift, I never gave it a second thought.
 
   Shelly, Stuart and Jim arrived by taxi, and they were dressed to the nines. Shelly was even smiling.
 
   Janet and Don walked in with Rick Mason, another homicide detective, and his date, a tall, leggy redhead. Chris and I already knew Rick because he’d been the detective in charge the last time we’d been involved with a murder. What we didn’t know was that Rick was Charlotte’s great-nephew, the one Janet had been sharing information with over the past week.
 
   Even Pastor Findlay came with his wife, Shirley. They said they wouldn’t miss our opening for all the tea in China, and then my pastor said a prayer for the success of our new restaurant. Chris even bowed his head and joined in before continuing to seat customers.
 
   Big D and Sharon, along with Davey’s crew, arrived after everyone else. Sharon beamed when I gave her a hug and thanked her for her story.
 
   Mikey’s teacher, Mrs. Stanhope, and her husband never showed up, much to my delight.
 
   Everyone complimented us on our restaurant and its forties theme. When the food started arriving, along with champagne, compliments to the chef abounded, too.
 
   I called Chris aside. “I think you’d better make an announcement that we have no band tonight, but tell everyone that the whole evening is on us. We’ll put in a CD or something.”
 
   Chris cringed at the thought of all the freebies we were giving away, but he never said a word. He headed for the front of the room and called for everyone’s attention. “I’m afraid I have an announcement to make about tonight’s entertainment. Due to – ”
 
   And an orchestra started playing In the Mood. They sounded so much like the Glenn Miller Orchestra!
 
   Glancing around the room, my eyes rested on Charlotte. She tipped her head at me and grinned.
 
   Knowing there wasn’t enough room in our cocktail lounge for an orchestra, Chris and I hurriedly walked into the bar and looked at the stage. There were three women standing on stage, talking.
 
   Chris glanced at me and shrugged, and I looked back through the door to the restaurant, finding Charlotte now standing near the front entrance. She inclined her head toward the front yard, where we found a full-fledged orchestra.
 
   They finished the song and started another energetic tune; Boogey Woogey Bugle Boy. The women on stage began to sing and that’s when we realized someone had hooked up speakers leading from the yard to the restaurant. I glanced back inside the restaurant, and Big D gave me a thumbs up with a huge grin.
 
   People came out of other businesses up and down the street, and the audience grew.
 
   It was about that time that Charlotte walked over to us, napkin in hand. “Are you two ready for more detective work? I have a friend who could use some help.”
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