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	Prologue

	 

	Jackson Dibbs’ heart pounded with short rapid beats as he pulled his pick-up into Fannie’s Truck Stop on State Road 52 outside Dothan, Alabama. He longed to be a regular customer stopping to take a break, get a cup of coffee or eat dinner.  But he wasn’t.

	Was he supposed to park on the right or left side of the car wash? He hadn’t written the instructions down. He had been told to memorize the details. But after spending another restless night at the hospital and driving from Albany, Georgia, Jackson strained to think clearly. Pulling behind the car wash, he rubbed his sweaty palms on his jeans, rolled down his windows, and waited on the van. The warm, damp air carried the smell of hickory smoked barbeque and gasoline, sickening his stomach.

	Jackson had been working his civilian job at the Marine Corps Logistics Base for about five months when he first met the tall man he knew as Tip.

	Tip started the conversation as he was getting into his truck in the Hardee’s parking lot. “Hey man. I see you work at the marine base.”

	“I do. How did you know that?” 

	“I noticed the sticker on your truck. If I could talk to you a minute, I think you might be interested in what I have to say.”

	And that was how it began. When Jackson heard Tip’s proposition, it seemed to be a direct answer to prayer, but now he wondered.

	 Out of the glare of the parking lot lighting, the white van materialized.  The vehicle slowly scoped the parking lot, like a buzzard circling his prey, and then pulled beside Jackson’s truck. Jackson got out and greeted Tip with a nervous handshake and smile.Tip got his name from the small mole on the tip of his nose. This was no ordinary mole. This one changed color, like a mood ring, depending on what was happening.

	Jackson studied the peculiarity. Blue must be his good mood color. Chad, another one of Jackson’s contacts, claimed he could always tell when Tip was lying—the mole turned yellow. 

	“Relax man,” Tip said and gave Jackson a pat on his shoulder. “You’re all tense.”

	“I wish I could be as cool as you.” Jackson shoved his hands deep in his jeans pockets, rolled his shoulders back and turned his head from side to side to loosen the tension in his neck.

	 “It’s easy to be cool. Just think of the money we’re makin’ by side-steppin’ the bureaucrats.” 

	“Are you sure? I mean really sure? I don’t mind telling you, I’m scared,” Jackson said. He kept a cautious eye on the other cars and trucks in the parking area. Tip rested his tall, lanky body against the van and crossed his short, narrow boots at his ankles. Jackson found himself thinking he must have trouble finding shoes that fit.

	“No need to worry. How’s that boy of yours?”

	Tip’s question prodded Jackson’s thoughts. “Girl. It’s my daughter.” His response was solemn as he studied a small crack in the pavement at his feet.

	“Oh … oh, yeah, ’course, your daughter, how is … what’s that she’s got again?”

	“Acute Lymphoblastic Leukemia. The short version is A-L-L—cancer of the white blood cells.”

	“A-L-L, that’s easier. Well, just remind yourself, you’re helpin’ her. Now,” Tip shifted subjects quickly, “what you got for me?”

	Jackson took a deep breath, but when he exhaled all the tension remained inside. He hung his head and spoke like a boy at confession. “I got .45 automatic handguns and several M1 rifles. Twenty-five in all.”

	“Good job.” Tip rubbed his hands together, like a gambler getting ready to roll the dice. 

	“Help me load ’em and I’ll get your cash.” Tip opened the back-van doors.

	Jackson hurried to his truck, then cautioned himself to slow down. He had concealed the weapons in some discarded lighting fixture boxes he’d found on the base, but he didn’t want to draw attention to the transfer. 

	Tip joined Jackson and examined the contents. “I count ten semiautomatic rifles and fifteen handguns. “How’d you manage to get the M1s off the base?” 

	“In a trash truck. I volunteered to drive to the dump, made a hiding place and picked them up later.” 

	“You’re gettin’ good at this.”

	When Jackson helped Tip slide the boxes into his van, the unmistakable smell of marijuana assaulted him, adding to his mounting queasiness.

	 Tip slammed the van doors shut. “Next delivery you make in Pine County, you oughta’ stay awhile, seeing how you just helped elect a new sheriff.” 

	“I did?”

	“Yup. You voted absentee.” 

	“But …”

	“Remember when you filled out that paper for voter registration?”

	“Yeah.”

	“Well, we got you an absentee ballot and you voted just right.” Tip punctuated his statement with a smirk. “Now we got us a sheriff that’ll be good for business, if ya’ know what I mean.”

	Tip pulled a thick envelope from under the front seat of the van and counted out twenty-five one-hundred-dollar bills and handed them to Jackson. 

	“There’s more where that came from, just keep up the good work.”

	“You sure this …” 

	“Listen. Trust me. The government will either destroy those firearms or wait so long to ship ’em out they’ll be no good. We’re helping little war-torn nations that need support now, not when the politicians get around to it. In my view it’s a win-win. Buyers get what they want when they want it, and we make a good profit. Besides, weapon smuggling is keeping your kid alive. Don’t forget that.”

	“No. No, I won’t forget.” 

	Jackson watched as Tip pulled out of the parking lot.  A little girl, about the age of his Cindy, skipped alongside her mother to the restaurant door. Did they know how blessed they were? When had Cindy last skipped or run? Walking unassisted was difficult for her. 

	Resting his forehead on the steering wheel of his truck, Jackson wondered if God’s mysterious ways really included this marijuana-smoking gun runner. If they made a way to provide for his family and pay the medical bills, they had to. 

	 

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 1

	 

	“The traffic light caught me. Do you see her?” Trapped in Mobile, Alabama noon traffic, the anxious voice of Robert Grey’s investigative intern broadcasted through the cell phone connection in his truck.

	“I see her.” Robert swiped at his bristly beard that could use a trim. “Settle down. I’ll keep her three cars ahead of me. You move up to 14th Street. Be ready.” 

	“Okay. But keeping up with a car in traffic is a lot harder than it looks.”

	Robert smiled and shook his head. Launching a private investigations agency with Jane as his assistant had been … interesting. She took the job seriously, was teachable, but still had much to learn. 

	“Subject’s turning left onto 13th Street,” Robert said. “I’m caught in the turn lane. Come back this way to catch up with her.”

	“10-4.” 

	Tires squealed ahead of him as Jane made a U-turn in her black Ford Escort and doubled back. He turned onto 13th Street and spotted Jane just ahead.  She followed at a safe distance behind the white Mazda Miata they had been watching since early that morning. 

	He and Jane were a study in contrasting personalities. She approached things with enthusiasm, attention to detail, and an almost childlike sense of trust—likely due to her kindergarten teacher background. He saw things with an analytical—maybe cynical—view that delved into motives. 

	For Robert, this small-scale job didn’t compare to the surveillance assignments he handled as a former investigator with the Alabama Bureau of Investigations (ABI). Work that really mattered. For Jane, the assignment was big excitement. 

	The Mazda slowed and turned into a parking lot canopied by four rambling oak trees. A sign in front identified the place as Shady Oaks Retirement Center. The subject climbed out of the Mazda and entered the center.

	Jane pulled into the vacant lot next door.

	Robert drove by in his white Ford truck with dark, tinted windows.  He turned around and parked on the opposite side of the street. Shrugging out of his jacket, he tossed it on the back seat. The welcome chilly autumn weather had relapsed. Inside the truck, his cell phone was snapped into a holder mounted on the center console. The cup holders were littered with empty gum wrappers, toothpicks and a half cup of cold coffee. A case file perched on a three-day-old newspaper on the passenger’s seat. On the floorboard in front of the passenger’s seat were a Panama style straw hat, a plain tan baseball cap and a blue pullover knit shirt waiting to be pressed into service. This was the glamorous workplace of a private investigator.

	“This lady has a thing for retirement homes. Not exactly what her husband suspected,” Jane said still on speaker phone. “Do you want me to go in?” 

	“Go in and just inquire about the center, its cost and … Wait. That’s her coming out.”

	 So far, Robert and Jane’s surveillance revealed that the subject, Marion McVampen, had gone to the cleaners and picked up what appeared to be a man’s suit, the vet, the drugstore, and a hobby shop where she purchased some blue yarn. Now the subject pushed a wheelchair occupied by a white-haired lady speaking with great sweeping hand gestures. Some knitting needles poked into blue yarn rested in her lap. Marian parked the wheelchair beside an iron bench under an oak tree and sat down.

	“Take pictures,” Robert said.

	“Okay.” 

	Robert could hear rustling and scraping noises. Jane mumbled, “I know it’s in here somewhere.” 

	He pictured her rifling through her sizeable purse—the catalyst for his introduction to her. They had met at the cancer support group for family members. She had lost her mother four months ago. His wife, Lori, had succumbed to the dreaded disease two years earlier. 

	“You always cart luggage with you?” Robert had asked.

	Distracted trying to locate the support group, Jane had collided with him, flipping her purse and spilling its contents.

	“I’m so sorry.” She scrambled to gather her things—keys, a pack of tissues, lipstick, crayons, a magnifying glass, a brochure of Mobile historic sights and landmarks, dog treats—and those were just the items he’d helped pick up.

	When he heard she’d given up her teaching position to take care of her mother and he needed an investigator in his fledgling agency, she was a natural choice. In his years as a lawman, he’d acquired the skill to read people pretty well. His performance evaluations often cited his ability to determine motives behind people’s actions. In Jane, he recognized sincerity and a steadfast spirit.

	As a result of her private investigator research, she’d shown him her latest surveillance gear which included an extra shirt, a collapsible sunhat, two styles of sunglasses, hair clips, a fiber bar, a pair of binoculars and a small digital camera. 

	“I hope this thing doesn’t flash,” Jane said finally. After a long moment, “Okay, I got it.”

	Thankfully this case was an easy assignment for training. Usually obtaining a good shot of a subject in a covert operation was more like capturing a hummingbird feeding on film. You might wait several hours for a fleeting few seconds of photo opportunity. These subjects, though unaware, were kind enough to practically pose for her. 

	 “This is our third day with Maid Marion,” Jane whispered, “and our third nursing home. All she does is run errands and visit little old ladies. Ms. McVampen needs a medal not a tail—and I could use a potty break.”

	“I think we can pull off this detail. Maybe it’s the suspicious husband we should be checking out,” Robert said.

	“Because people tend to suspect someone else of what they’re doing themselves?”

	Though Jane couldn’t see him, Robert gave an affirmative nod and laughed. “You, my friend, are acquiring the mind of a cop. Let’s meet at McDonald’s and I’ll treat you to a hamburger.”

	“Add a chocolate shake, and you’re on.”

	At McDonald’s, Robert and Jane made their way to the restrooms, ready for relief.  They had been working since seven o’clock—five hours with no break. After using the restroom, Robert washed his hands, and splashed water on his face hoping to refresh his tired eyes. He stared at his reflection. Circles under his eyes. Scraggly mustache and beard. Was he forty-four or forty-five? He honestly couldn’t remember. It didn’t matter. Whichever it was, he felt older. This surveillance seemed to energize Jane. It wore Robert down.

	Jane joined Robert at the front counter.  Her long, curly hair was now pulled back and anchored with a black baseball cap. Sunglasses decorated her cap like an extra set of eyes.

	 Jane chattered as they settled into a booth. “A burger, fries and shake are a high-fat splurge. Tonight, it’s salad with low-fat dressing and chicken-vegetable soup for me.” She munched on a fry and asked, “Do we have enough proof to present this case to Mr. McVampen?” 

	Robert’s mind closed in on the word “case.” This investigation seemed dwarfish, like a Chihuahua next to a Great Dane, compared to those he had worked with the state.  He was accustomed to higher stakes—rape, murder, drug smuggling, embezzlement—cases no longer entrusted to him.  His retirement should have fostered a sense of accomplishment. In reality, he felt more like a punctured balloon—deflated—with shredded, rubbery pieces of his twenty-five years in law enforcement lying scattered about. 

	Was opening Grey Investigations the right direction for him? He had prayed and it seemed the direction he’d been led but doubts crept in daily.

	A remark from Jane brought Robert back in focus. 

	“It’s a good thing we voted early in the primaries. With this surveillance, finding time to go to the polls on Tuesday would have been difficult.” 

	“True. I haven’t had time to follow the election results or any news,” he said, sprinkling salt on his fries.

	“I hope to catch up on news, email and laundry as soon as I go home.”

	“Don’t forget to add typing this report to your list of to-dos.  I’ll get you started, but I want you to write this one.” Robert swallowed a bite of hamburger and grabbed his vibrating phone. “Investigations.”  

	“Hi Robert.” The greeting came from Pauline, Attorney Cameo Clarke’s secretary. “Will you come in this afternoon at two? Cameo has a job for you.”

	Robert checked his watch.  “Not a lot of notice.”

	“You know Cameo.”

	“Anything interesting?”

	“Depends on your definition. If you consider election fraud interesting, then maybe it is.”

	Robert snickered, “Where did this happen?”

	“It’s in the old hometown you and Cameo talk about all the time.”

	“Pine Bluff?”

	“That’s the place. It seems there’s a little graft in the local government.”

	 “Let Cameo know I’ll be there with my graft detector.”

	 “If you had one of those, I’d quit this job and go into business with you. See you at two.”

	 “Looks like we have a new assignment,” Robert told Jane.

	“In Pine Bluff?”

	“Right. Something to do with election fraud.  Cameo wants to meet at two. You need to come along and take notes.”

	“Don’t you ever take a break? My laundry—”  

	“Laundry will keep. Remember, you wanted to be a full-time investigator, no coddling.” He cut her a sly look.  

	She huffed a heavy sigh. “What did you do for clean clothes when you worked surveillances as a state agent?”

	 “We used a trick of the investigator trade. We always had a change of underwear on long stakeouts. I changed with my buddy and he changed with me.”

	Jane squinted her eyes and wrinkled her nose. “Cute.”

	Robert shrugged. “Rule number one: To be an investigator you must have a sense of humor.”

	~

	Jane took in the landscape of historic downtown Mobile while riding with Robert to the attorney’s office. 

	“Wow, this is a section of town I’ve read about and wanted to visit.” Robert parked and she stepped out admiring the unique architecture. “These buildings have a personality all their own. Did you know Mobile is the location of America’s first Mardi Gras?” 

	Robert gave her a slanted grin. “That’s one of many boasts this city loves to make. You’re a history buff?”

	“Guilty. I brake for historical markers.”

	“I’ll consider myself forewarned. If you like old-fashioned, you’re going to love Pine Bluff. Why aren’t you a history teacher instead of teaching kindergarten?”

	A career in archeology and historical research had been her goal. Teaching had never been on her radar until the guy she mistook for the love of her life entered the picture. Darin had said, “history is just that—history, past, dead and gone, useless. Elementary education is a worthwhile profession and jobs will be easier to find.” She had heeded his advice. But Darin dumped her. And by that time, the amount of education credits she’d accumulated had set her path. She couldn’t afford to switch majors. She was stuck.

	 Short version, practicality overrode my dream, but I still enjoy exploring historical sights.”

	She glanced at her watch. “We’re early. Why so rushed?” 

	“I hate to be late.” 

	Jane made a final decision on which earrings to wear of the three pair she grabbed when Robert picked her up. “No danger with you around. On-time to you seems unnecessarily early to me.”

	“Better that, than Cameo’s definition. On-time means to show up for an appointment somewhere within two hours of the appointed time.”

	“Great. So why did we hurry?”

	“Just in case she is on time.”

	“I give up,” Jane rolled her eyes in good-natured exasperation. “The business realm is not the school world. We operate on regimented schedules and tardy bells.” 

	Robert put two hours’ worth of quarters in the parking meter. “I remember hustling to beat the bell in school, but that tactic wouldn’t help Cameo.” Robert chuckled. “She would arrive way too late to hear the tardy bell.”

	 “Fill me in on Cameo.” Jane said. 

	“Our beginning was not cordial,” Robert paused and pointed to the sign hanging overhead that read: Cameo Clark, Attorney at Law. “She was representing a dope dealer who had taken many hours to bring to justice. We won our case, barely, but not without a brutal fight. She painted me as an unyielding hot-head who stereotyped clients like hers unjustly.” Robert shook his head and grimaced. “Then I proceeded to prove it by losing my cool on the stand.”

	“Seriously? There must be a side to you I haven’t seen.”

	 “Afraid so. And I knew better. Cameo used the trick of a good defense attorney who has no case.  She got me that time, but never again. I guess you’d say we’ve developed a mutual professional respect for each other’s abilities.” 

	The glassed-in office entry had been artfully converted into a garden display, with pots of red and white geraniums and iron grill work covered in ivy. Flowers and plants were likely a good way to soften the rough edges of the situations she and her clients dealt with.

	Inside, their footsteps squeaked on the polished wood floor smelling of lemon and alerted the woman who looked up from her typing and greeted them. 

	“Hi Robert.” 

	“I’m here, is Cameo?”

	She smiled and gave a slight shrug. “Not yet.” 

	Robert shook his head. “Not surprising. Pauline, this is my intern, Jane Carson.”

	“Good to meet you.” Pauline, a woman of about fifty-five, fit the description of a full-figured woman and wore it well. “Must be exciting working with this guy.” 

	“It is. But the term ‘working’ should be used advisedly. I have a huge learning curve to climb.”

	“You’ve got a good teacher and I’m sure he’s lucky to have your help. Coffee? I just made a fresh pot. There’s also water, or soft drinks.” 

	 Robert nudged Jane. “Pauline is practiced with small talk and hospitality to soothe irritated clients who are made to wait.”

	Pauline gave him a thumbs up and went back to her typing.

	 Robert led Jane to a small room that looked like a 50s mom and pop coffee shop complete with retro table, chairs and accessories. Pots of regular and decaf brewed in a 2-burner coffee maker. 

	“This is quite a set-up.”

	“Yes, and I know from experience this kitchen provides breakfast, lunch and dinner when required for round-the-clock case preparation.”

	Investigative work had opened a whole new world to Jane. The hanging lamp above the table reminded her of the one in her grandmother’s kitchen where family chats took place. Jane’s father had died when she was eight years old and she and her mother moved in with her grandparents in central Alabama. Around a kitchen table like this one, she received information on everything from career advice to family customs and cooking secrets. Discussions of farming and country living fueled her passion for history. Goodness knows she didn’t want to be an elementary teacher, but that was the certification she ended up with. 

	“I’ll take a water please.” She took a seat and continued their earlier conversation. “How did the other ABI officers fair with Cameo in the courtroom?” 

	 Robert handed Jane a bottle of water. His mug steamed with coffee. 

	“Veteran officers knew not to let her rattle them, but we had to warn new officers, or she would eat their lunch on the witness stand.” He waggled his cup inscribed with: If there were no bad people, there would be no good lawyers. “She could be like an unleashed pit bull ready to attack and chew up a witness. She has a knack for spitting out questions, then gnarling and twisting the answers.”

	“She sounds scary to me.”

	 The sound of flurried echoed down the hall.  Robert stood and poked his head out of the break room door. “Scary just arrived.” 

	Appearing in the doorway, Cameo shouldered a cell phone to one ear. The other shoulder was laden with a purse and computer bag. Lots of brown shiny hair accented with coppery highlights bounced loosely at her shoulders. With her reputation, Jane expected someone older, but she looked closer to Jane’s age of thirty-four.

	“Yes. Yes,” she spoke in the phone. “I’ll have my secretary check the calendar and get message you.” She finished the phone call and shouted to Pauline. “Check our calendar and set up a date and time with Attorney Abernathy’s paralegal for depositions on the Hepple case.”

	 Cameo nodded and smiled at Robert and Jane and motioned for them to follow. She deposited her purse and computer bag on the floor beside her desk, which was covered with an array of files and folders.

	Her office contained two overstuffed leather chairs, floor to ceiling bookshelves. The accent wall of old brick didn’t go unnoticed by Jane. She appreciated the preservation of the original downtown buildings. 

	“Please, have a seat.” Cameo scribbled something on a sticky note and slapped it on one of the files. Settling into her desk chair, she inhaled and exhaled slowly, crossed her arms and leaned in on her desk.

	“Sorry I’m late.” Her gaze fell on Jane. “And who have we here?”

	“Jane Carson. Kindergarten teacher turned caregiver now temping as my intern.”  

	“You mentioned meeting her at one of your support groups.” Cameo leaned across her desk and extended her hand to Jane and gave her a friendly smile. 

	Jane relaxed a bit.

	  “Pauline says you have a new case for us?” 

	 “Do you know Sheriff Barnes?”

	“I had some dealings with him on a state case involving an arson/homicide in Pine County. As I recall, he’s a sheriff that handles things his own way.”

	“You said it. He was the sheriff when I was in high school. Anyone who has gone through adolescence in the last twenty-four years in Pine Bluff has had an encounter with Sheriff Barnes. He caught me burning rubber at a red light downtown late one night. I had to follow him to the sheriff’s office and call my dad and tell him what I did. Then he locked me in a holding cell. Told me to think about that accident I could have caused and the people I might have hurt until Daddy came to get me. I wasn’t a perfect driver after that, but I never pulled that stunt again.”

	 “I needed that sheriff the last time you and your lead foot drove us to Montgomery for a hearing,” Robert said. 

	Cameo grimaced. “Jane, I drive a little fast sometimes, but Robert exaggerates too.” She tapped her pen on the pad in front of her as if calling a meeting to order. “Here’s what we have. Sheriff Barnes just ran for his—can you imagine—seventh term in office. Uncertified election results after the absentees were counted show that he lost by three votes to his opponent, Chief of Police Joe Garrett. The sheriff has reason to believe that the election results are not valid and has hired me to request and oversee a recount on his behalf.”

	“What makes him challenge the results?” Robert asked.

	“He lost by a lopsided percentage in one particular precinct, where he normally has a good showing, and several absentee ballots were disallowed.” She leveled her eyes at Robert and added, “The Pine Bluff grapevine is circulating rumors the election was fixed.” 

	Robert raised an eyebrow. “The rumor mill at Pine Bluff is pretty accurate. Sounds like it wouldn’t hurt to check into it.”

	“Um … an—” Jane attempted to contribute.

	Cameo talked over Jane as if she weren’t in the room. “I just filed a motion with the clerk’s office for a recount per election statutes.”

	Jane cleared her throat and shifted in her chair.

	“Don’t they automatically conduct a recount when the votes are so close?” Robert asked.

	“They supposedly did that with the same results Thursday.  The sheriff came to see me after the recount announcement yesterday afternoon. He’s hurt and discouraged.”

	“What do you need us to do?”

	Robert said “us.” At least he sort of included her.

	“The hearing is set to appear before the county judge at ten o’clock Monday morning to review the candidate request for recount. I’d like for you to conduct some interviews.” 

	Jane tried again. “Robert received an invitation from Pine Bluff Community Church for homecoming this weekend. Would it be helpful to attend?”

	“Good idea.” Robert said. “The election should be a topic of conversation around the buffet tables.”

	Cameo gave a thumbs up. “Develop a feel for what the locals are saying. I’ll see you Monday. And try not to eat too much fried chicken and banana pudding.”

	With her suggestion acknowledged, Jane felt she’d achieved standing just a tad above a stick of furniture.

	 

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 2

	 

	Robert lowered his window and breathed in the refreshing country air. The Sunday morning sun could be seen at intervals peeking from behind the trees lining the Alabama highway on the fifty-mile drive between Mobile and Pine Bluff. 

	Homes decorated with scarecrows, bales of hay and pumpkins dotted the countryside. Horses grazed lazily behind a weathered white fence and smoky smells from burning leaves lingered in the air.

	“There is hint of color edging onto some of the leaves,” Jane said. “I love the fall.” 

	“Autumn—the season that paves the way for masquerading youngsters and trickery,” Robert said with dramatic flair. “My buddies, Harvey Hancock and Owen Hatch used to run around in our Star Wars costumes and fight the Galactic Empire.”

	“Who won?” 

	He cut his eyes in Jane’s direction. “I see you are amused. The Rebel Alliance, of course, with our trusty laser guns.” He poked his fist in the air. “Back then we thought we could conquer the world.” 

	At the sight of the Pine Bluff city limits sign, Robert sobered. “I haven’t lived here since I was eighteen.”

	“Do your parents still live here?”

	“My parents died in a car wreck right after I graduated high school.” 

	“How terrible. I … I didn’t know.”

	“You had no reason to. With them gone, I’ve had no incentive to come back. I sold the family farm to my uncle. He recently resold the Grey family property.” 

	 The harvested fields of corn and cotton they drove past felt familiar. But the heart-warming feeling of home was no longer present. He could say the same for his house in Mobile since his wife died. 

	Robert slowed. The town was situated on a main street, tucked along the ridge of a rising bluff forested with tall pines. A stately, granite courthouse capped with a silver dome stood in the center of town.

	“This is quaint. No chain stores.” Jane said.

	“And businesses are closed on Sundays.”

	Robert pointed at the courthouse lawn. “I made the decision to go into law enforcement under that sycamore.”

	“Why?” 

	“When I was nine years old, my kite caught in the tree. Deputy Gosney came out of the sheriff’s office,” Robert pointed to the yellow brick building across from the courthouse, “and retrieved my kite. Since then I aspired to wear a badge and help people like he did.”

	“A worthy goal.” 

	 “My dad even sermonized the ‘help others’ idea literally to his dying day. He told me from his hospital bed to work hard, do my best, help others whenever I could and to never be a slacker.” 

	“Then he’d be proud of the years you’ve put into law enforcement.” Jane smiled and tilted her head toward him.

	Would he proud? Robert drove slowly to the next block. The road to his childhood town uncovered old dreams he preferred to keep buried. The memories added to his guilt. In some ways he could be thankful that his parents had passed on before he’d fouled up and had to retire.

	 Jane pointed. “There’s a general store. I’d love to explore inside when it’s open.” 

	Through pursed lips, Robert blew out a whistle. “This store used to be here, but somebody has really fixed it up.”

	“Over the main entrance door, a sign in large letters read, PINE BLUFF GENERAL STORE, and in smaller letters beneath—The store with that hometown feeling.

	The morning light streamed into the store-front windows. There were stacked wheelbarrows of red, black and green. Huge potted ferns hung from rough-hewn wood posts that lined the sidewalk. A green and white scalloped-edged awning rippled in the September breeze. Big barrels of begonias in reds, pinks and white accompanied white ladder back rockers that lined the store front.  

	“The store could make the cover of Southern Living,” Jane said. 

	“When I was little, townspeople used this store as a gathering place. Old timers came to play checkers and swap stories inside around the pot-bellied stove during the cold weather months. Warm weather brought them outside on rocking chairs to keep up with the town happenings. The old rockers weren’t nearly as nice as these. This is remarkable.”

	“I wonder if I could find an old-fashioned hand-crank meat grinder here?” 

	He glanced at her. “You’re in the market for a meat grinder?”

	Jane grinned. “Using a blender for my great-grandma’s ham spread doesn’t do it justice.”

	“We’ll check it out next week. For now, we better head to the church.” 

	 

	 Robert turned onto Hinson Mill Road. “This used to be a clay road. Hinson’s grist mill is further down.” Approaching a cluster of mailboxes, Robert slowed. “My Star Wars buddy, Owen, lived here.”

	Jane craned her neck and peered down the road. “Do we have time venture down your memory lane?”

	“You’re interested?”

	Jane grinned. “Sure. I love to explore.” 

	Robert turned on the dirt two-rut drive and pulled to a stop under a giant oak tree, shading a rambling wooden house.An overall-clad man with his back to them worked on a car engine hoisted over a low limb on the tree.

	“Do you know where I can find an Owen Hatchet?”

	The man started speaking before he turned around. “Nobody calls me Hatchet, but that no good, sorry old Robert Low-life Grey.” Owen Hatch straightened his tall, lanky frame and turned to display a grin that showed off a chipped front tooth. He took a red rag from his top pocket, attempted to wipe his greasy hands and extended one to Robert who had stepped out of his car.       “Don’t tell me your mom hasn’t prayed you back into church yet,” Robert said, returning his firm handshake.

	“Actually, she has. But today I’m backslid.  I promised to have this motor fixed for a guy tomorrow and just got the part in yesterday.” Owen stuffed the cloth back in his pocket and adjusted the grease-stained cap on his head. “I heard you were coming to town to help straighten out this election.”

	“Oh? Who from?”

	“You remember Nellie Simmons—Hinson now. She heard it from her sister, Cherry, who’s been the sheriff’s secretary for years. She told Deputy Raffield, he told Harvey Hancock, and Harvey told me.” 

	“How do you know who told who?” Robert raised an eyebrow and cocked his head, reviving a bantering technique they used on each other as youngsters.

	“’Cause Nellie told me when I told her.”

	“Oh boy. So that’s how it works.”

	“Yup. Went full circle. Better than a billboard.”  

	Robert nodded toward the car. “Meet Jane, who works with me in my investigative business. This is the infamous Owen Hatch of our Star Wars capers.” 

	Owen stooped down to get a good view of Jane through the driver’s window of the car.

	“Hi, Owen, “Jane said. I’ve heard you were a rebel fighter.” 

	“That I was. Me and Robert worked hard to bring down the evil Emperor of the Galactic Empire.” He tipped his cap in a gentlemanly gesture. “Nice to meet you.”

	He straightened and winked at Robert. 

	Robert shifted uncomfortably and muttered, “She’s my intern,” then redirected, “You mentioned Harvey. “What is he doing now?”

	“He’s moved into a trailer back of his parents’ house to keep an eye on his dad after his mom passed away. His dad is a little feeble, but his mind is sharp as ever.” 

	“I’ll try to stop by and see them.”

	“You should. By the way, Harv thinks there’s something fishy about that election.”

	“Anything specific?”

	“Don’t know. Barnes has been our sheriff a long time, maybe too long to hear some talk. But people love him just the same. Just won’t seem right with him not in office.”

	“We’re here to help find the truth,” Robert said, getting back in the driver’s seat of his car. “We’re going to homecoming at Pine Bluff Community. You should join us.”

	“I really wish I could, but I’d better stick with this. Good luck on your mission. I hope you’re able to help Sheriff Barnes, but there are plenty who hope you can’t.” The smile dropped from his face and serious concern settled in.

	“Thanks for the tip.” 

	“Apparently news travels fast around here,” Jane said, as they pulled back onto Hinson Mill Road.

	“Like an uncontained fire in a dry hay field.”

	Rounding a curve, the church situated on the crest of a hill came into view. His parents were laid to rest in the cemetery cascading down the hill slope.  Cars filled the parking lot in front.

	Robert and Jane received a warm greeting and took seats in extra chairs in the back of the packed church.

	Someone tapped Robert on the shoulder. Robert turned to see Nellie Simmons Hinson in a loud orange dress sure to keep sleepy church goers awake. She whispered in his ear. “Long time no see—but just so you know—Chief Garrett’s mother is sitting two rows up from you with a bunch of people that supported her boy in the sheriff’s race. Barnes people are sitting opposite. The preacher isn’t pleased with the division. Fair warning.” 

	“Thanks, I think.” He watched as Nellie made her way to sit among Barnes supporters.

	Jane raised a questioning brow. 

	“Nellie Hinson.” Robert said.

	Jane smiled and nodded. 

	The sermon cleverly tied the concept of homecoming to our future home-going. At the sight of pews, stained glass and hearing the choir that sang a twinge off key, nostalgia—warm yet troubling—settled over Robert. Coming home, and the mission he’d been given might be harder than he’d anticipated.

	 

	 


 

	Chapter 3

	 

	Police Chief Joe Garrett flipped his sun visor down to shield his eyes from the glare of the Sunday morning sun’s rays. A light wind stirred through the pines off the bluff. The breeze made the leaves on the crepe myrtle tress lining Main Street dance and wave. Joe hoped the break in summer heat foretold a break in the heat of the disputed election returns.

	The chief pulled into the alley behind the sheriff’s office. Rad Redford’s unmarked white Taurus was parked near the rear entrance.

	“One PD. 10-6 at the sheriff’s office.”

	“10-4, one,” came the Pine Bluff Police Department response.

	Garrett felt a surge of pride and gratification mixed with a little anxiety as he got out of his black and white police cruiser. He had won the sheriff’s race, but with the win being contested his shoulders drooped as he climbed the steps to the back entrance of the sheriff’s office.  Each step on the old worn stone served to punctuate each word he was thinking, “I-hope-the-results-stick.” The vote was close, but that made no difference as long as he came out on top. 

	A bell hanging over the back door served to signal his entry. “Rad?” Joe called out, “you here?”

	The squeak of a chair and the sound of footsteps brought Deputy Rad Raffield, the chief investigator for Sheriff Barnes, out of his office. He carried himself on a six-foot frame and had a ruddy complexion of rugged good looks.

	“Hi chief, or should I say sheriff?” Rad took Joe’s proffered hand with a firm grip. His smile was genuine and broad, yet cautious. “Good to see you. Did you come to see your new home away from home?”

	“In a manner of speaking, but I really came to see you.” 

	“Picked a good time. Sunday mornings are quiet. The Saturday drunks are home sleeping it off and their wives are in church praying for their deliverance,” Rad said with a laugh. “Coffee? I just put some on.”

	Rad ushered Joe into the break room that also served as a copy room. An old porcelain sink with a built-in drain board graced the wall under a window overlooking the alley behind.

	“How do you like your coffee?”  

	“Black, please.” Joe sat down at the wood table that had been adorned with carved initials and other remembrances over the years. Engravings of hearts, crosses, guns and knives whittled in the surface could be old crime scene clues discussed around the table, but more likely were doodlings of bored deputies. 

	“Calling me sheriff may be premature because of Sheriff Barnes’ recount request. I must say I like the sound of it though.”

	“Hopefully you have no worries.”  Rad presented Joe with a heavy ceramic mug. He took a sip of coffee letting the warmth calm his unease. Rad sat down with a mug of his own. 

	Joe began, “Come January there will be a lot of changes made, providing the vote—”

	“Providing the vote remains as planned?”

	“Well ... remains with me ahead.” Garrett countered.

	“With the weight you have behind you, and the extra boost you got at the end, you should make out all right.”

	“What boost?” 

	“None of your concern, but a canvassing board that leans in your direction helps.” Rad’s eye contact was straight-forward, if his words weren’t.

	Joe shifted in his chair. The coffee bitter on his stomach. Weight? Boost? Canvassing board? To ease his mind, he’d tuck those questions away, like bookmarking a page to read later. 

	 He began again, “As I was saying, if all goes well, there will be some changes.” Not wanting to sound too pushy, Joe tempered the statement with a practiced smile used throughout the campaign. He’d complained to his wife, Tammi, that his face muscles were sore from the workout they were getting. Aware of his good looks, he had learned to use them to full advantage. “First I want to run a few ideas by you.”

	“Sure.” 

	“You’ve been in the sheriff’s department for some time and know its inner workings. I’d like you to consider being my chief deputy.”

	 Rad gave his head a quick emphatic nod. “I’d be honored. I’ve been in favor of change and it really is time for Sheriff Barnes to hang it up and go fishing.”

	“There are programs I want to implement at the sheriff’s office, but I believe priority should be updating the equipment. As small as my police department is, we at least use computers instead of typewriters and we have better radio equipment. Sheriff Barnes’ time has come and gone. It’s like he’s put on blinders to the changes all around us.” 

	“I know. I can quote him verbatim, ‘We live in a town where the citizens don’t have to lock their doors like scared animals.’” Rad mimicked the sheriff’s deep voice. “‘And your sheriff doesn’t have to wear a gun. People know the rules and respect the law. Let’s keep it that way.’” 

	“You’re good. I heard that several dozen times during the campaign.”

	“Me too, only I think it’s more like several hundred. How can I help you?”

	 “I’ve made a rough draft of some of the projects I would like to implement. Could you look them over and give me your thoughts?”

	“Glad to. Rad scanned the chart. K-9 unit. I like that idea.”

	Joe nodded and ran his fingers through his thick black hair. “I’m bothered by the rumors floating around about vote-fixing.”

	“Don’t worry. It’s one of those things where there might be a bit of truth, but your biggest ace is that the elections inspector and the clerk are keenly interested in the vote going your way. Let’s just say you ended up on the side where the people with power are pulling the strings.”

	“I’m grateful for the help, but I have to be concerned about the way things look.”

	“I know how you feel, but we’ve moved into a new era. Bottom line, we both want the same thing—a better sheriff’s office.”

	Garrett left the sheriff’s office glad he had the good fortune to have people with connections on his side, but equally worried that they may have gone too far. If they did, it might reflect poorly on him. 

	~

	Homecomings Robert attended as a boy were held outside with sheets of plywood placed on sawhorses to form tables and called “dinner on the grounds.” But this affair was held in a new fluorescent-lit addition to the church. An oak framed depiction of Jesus hung on one wall. 

	Delicious smells came from a long table in the center laden with Pyrex and Corning Ware dishes of families’ specialties.  Rounding out the food offerings on a separate table were sugary temptations of fresh baked pies, cakes and puddings. 

	But the aroma hovered like a shroud and a hush gradually fell over the Pine Bluff Community Church fellowship hall as people noticed Robert and Jane’s entrance. It was not the quiet that falls when the prelude music pauses before the church service starts, or when the lights dim to signify the beginning of a show. This was the silence that falls when a curiosity has encroached.

	Robert whispered, “Have I sprouted horns?”

	“Or wings depending on which side of the room you’re on,” Jane said as she placed her Sara Lee chocolate cake on the dessert table.

	Tension stretched between the tables like a steel wire ratcheted one notch beyond taut. Flanks of fellowshippers gathered as if in battle formation. North opposing South, Alabama versus Auburn, the Barnes against the Garrett supporters.

	 Ms. Mazie Colburn relieved the strain of the moment by welcoming and ushering Robert and Jane to her table on the Barnes side of the room.  

	“I hear you’ve come to help Sheriff Barnes.”

	“I’m here to investigate the election, but by the looks of things, everyone is not pleased. When we opened the door a weight like a millstone gripped this gathering.”

	“Martha Garrett is happy her boy was elected, and so’s the folks around her.  But word is that something’s not quite right about that election.”

	Just then a large-boned woman with a pleasant smile and pink flushed cheeks came out of the kitchen and set a plate of cornbread on the Garrett side. Seeing Robert, she stepped through the icy barrier between the tables and hurried across the room.

	“Robert, you scoundrel, you’ve been away too long.” Willa Grey Lancaster—his father’s cousin and twenty years his senior—seized him in a friendly hug. 

	“I heard you were here with an assistant. Something to do with the sheriff’s race.” She pumped Jane’s hand. “I’m Willa, Robert’s cousin. Really his dad’s cousin but we’re cousins just the same.”

	“And I’m Jane Carson.”

	“Come here, I’ve got someone for you to meet.” Willa steered Robert and Jane across the “great divide” and introduced Ms. Garrett. 

	Robert took Ms. Garrett’s extended hand and in that brief moment was attracted to something in her eyes. They were chestnut brown with flecks of green that shone with a sense of sincerity and sensibility.

	“Mr. Grey, I am pleased to meet you even though we share opposite interests right now.”

	“My only interest is getting accurate election results. That’s not necessarily opposite interests.”

	“Well put. That’s what I want too, and you best try some of my chicken and dumplings.” By this time all talk had quieted, and eyes were focused on Robert talking to Martha Garrett.

	Preacher Carlson entered the fellowship hall.

	“Preacher, when are you gonna’ bless this food?” someone called out.

	“Right now. Let’s pray. Lord in heaven, bless this homecoming gathering, mend any divisions, bless this food and may our bodies use it to your service. Amen.”

	By the time everyone said their amens, a truce had been prayed in.

	“Ms. Garrett, it would be my extreme pleasure to have some of your chicken and dumplings,” Robert said, with a brisk bow from the waist. 

	With that, the room became enlivened with the cheerful clatter of serving plates, pouring beverages, finding seats and eating.

	A big hand grasped Robert’s shoulder. “Little Robert, you aren’t so little anymore! You learned to butcher a hog yet?” 

	Robert turned to see his Uncle Jim and Aunt Edith. “No sir, I need more instruction,” Robert grinned and hugged his uncle and aunt. “I appreciate your efforts in trying to teach me the finer points of farm life. Who owns the farm now?” 

	 “Frank Schumann. A fine fellow.” 

	 “Mr. Schumann bought uniforms for my nephew’s entire Little League team—only ones in the league with warm-up jackets—a fine, fine man,” Aunt Edith said.

	Uncle Jim hooked his thumbs in his belt loops. “He made me an offer I couldn’t turn down. We kept our house and a couple of acres and invested in a motorhome.”

	“Is Schumann still farming the land?”

	“Part of it. But he’s built some kind of bio-energy plant—produces wood pellets for fuel.  He also bought the general store downtown.”

	“I saw the store this morning. Looks impressive.” 

	“Say, where’s Velma Peeples and her pineapple upside down cake?” Jim asked.

	“Jim, is that all you care about is her cake?” Aunt Edith scolded.

	Willa reentered the conversation. “Ever since her boy, Danny, came home with that brain injury or whatever it is, she just doesn’t get out much.”

	 “Peeples. Are they the ones that owned the farm across the creek from us?” Robert asked his uncle.

	“Right. Danny came back from a hitch in the military with some mental problem. A shame. His mother can sure make a mean pineapple upside down cake.”

	Two men clad in plaid shirts started strumming guitars in the corner of the room. Their voices rose over the crowd with their rendition of “Love Lifted Me.” 

	The gathering at that moment seemed uplifted. But would it last?

	 

	 


 

	Chapter 4

	 

	Robert slowed behind a tractor trailer of logs on the last few miles of their Monday morning return trip to Pine Bluff. 

	“I wonder if those logs are headed for the bio-friendly energy plant your uncle mentioned,” Jane said. 

	“Could be,” Robert said. “I’d be interested in seeing the plant and changes made to our old farm.” He glanced at the time displayed on the dash. “We have thirty minutes before we meet Cameo at the courthouse.”

	“And since it’s Cameo, it may be more like an hour?”

	“You’ve got it. Let’s see if Sheriff Barnes is at the sheriff’s office. I’d be interested in hearing his suspicions about this vote,” Robert said.

	At the sheriff’s office, a buzzer under the door mat signaled their entry. Black and gray asphalt floor tiles worn thin by foot traffic led to a glass window with a hole to talk through. A secretary, probably Cherry from the gossip link, greeted them and Robert asked to see the sheriff.  

	“The sheriff should be here shortly. Could someone else help you?”

	“Possibly.”

	“Are you the PI working on the election results?”

	“Guilty.”

	“I’ll see if Investigator Raffield is free.”  She buzzed an office.

	“That must be Cherry,” Jane whispered to Robert.

	“He’ll be up shortly,” the secretary said returning to the window.

	“Thank you. Cherry?”

	“Why yes. I’m Cherry Simmons.” In a lower tone she said, “I hope you can help the sheriff.”

	She had to whisper?

	A tall man, about forty, came from an office down the hall. “I’m Investigator Raffield. How can I help you?”

	“We’re private investigators here to work with your sheriff on the voting recount.”

	Though slight, Robert picked up on a frown from Raffield.  “He should be here shortly. Care to have a seat here?” He motioned to some dark gray metal folding chairs.  

	“If you have a moment, I’d like to speak to you,” Robert said.

	“Certainly.” He gave a disingenuous smile. Not the friendly smile one might expect from a supportive employee.

	“Can you tell us anything about these vote-fixing rumors?”

	Raffield shrugged and shook his head. “As far as I know, it’s just that—rumors. I don’t know of anything to substantiate them.”

	“Can you tell us what rumors you’ve heard?”

	“Just that there were people who voted that shouldn’t have.”

	“Where did you hear the rumors?” 

	“I really don’t know, it’s just talk. If there’s anything to it, I trust you’ll get to the bottom of it.” The back door opened activating the small bell hanging above it. “Here’s the sheriff now.”

	“Mornin’.” Sheriff Barnes’ voice was deep, cordial and reverberated through the small building.

	“Sheriff, these folks are here to see you.”

	“That so?”

	After introductions, Robert held out his hand. It almost disappeared in the sheriff’s. He was a big man, probably six feet four inches with a good-size belly to match. He wore a green uniform with a simple name plate over the pocket. His gun belt was noticeably missing.

	“Well now, good of you to come in before we head to the courthouse.” He motioned for them to enter his office. Raffield nodded a farewell and retreated. 

	The sheriff’s office was small. It housed a gray metal desk with a narrow folding table behind the desk. The table was piled with stacks of paperwork in which probably only the sheriff could find things. Two jackets, one Stetson and a gun belt hung from the hat rack to the right of his desk.

	Robert and Jane sat down in battleship gray metal chairs. “Sheriff, what are your main concerns regarding the election results?” Robert said.

	“I’m hearin’ different things.  Since there is no photo ID check at the polls and we’ve had a lot of new people coming into town, word is some people voted more than once using a different voter’s name. During the last election, the county was small enough so polling monitors recognized the voters, so that couldn’t have happened, but not anymore.

	 “But what if the registered voter came in after his name had been used?”

	“That’s how I found out about the violation. One of the farm workers, who I’d helped with a problem, decided to come vote for me.  The poll worker said he was checked off already as having voted. He was disappointed and came to me.”

	“Is there any way to match up a vote to the bogus voter?”

	“No. Not after it goes in the machine.”

	Robert considered the issue a moment. “So, there’s nothing we can do to rectify the vote in that case. I’d like to talk to that farm worker.” 

	“I have his name right here.” The sheriff opened his top desk drawer to reveal a clutter of various pens, pencils, handcuffs, paper clips, business cards, bullets and other miscellaneous items from which he drew a slip of paper with a man’s name. Barnes obviously had his own personal filing system. “Hector Villnandez. He used the Schumann farm address to register but said he’s currently harvesting peanuts on a farm near Atmore. Here’s the cell phone number he gave me.” The sheriff wrote the name and number on a sticky note and handed it to Robert who in turn gave it to Jane for safe keeping.

	“Are there any other irregularities you know of?” Robert asked.

	“Yeah.” Sheriff Barnes chair squeaked loudly as he shifted in the seat and flattened his back against the back of the chair. “All the precincts ran fairly close in percentage splits, fifty-one to forty-nine in my favor. The exception was in the same precinct where Hector Villnandez tried to vote. The Eastside Men’s Club had a sixty-forty split with me on the low end. That’s the precinct that had most of the new registrants.” 

	“We can check for phony registrants. Jane, make a note to follow up on the most recent registrations. We’ll see if they really live here and if they voted.”

	 “All I know is something’s not right and I hope you can figure it out. They had to do a recount ’cause is was so close, but it only took a couple of hours to come up with the same results. I understand some absentee and provisional ballots were rejected.”

	“What are provisional ballots?” Jane asked.

	“A provisional ballot is cast by a voter whose eligibility to vote cannot be proven at the polls on election day,” Sheriff Barnes said. “It is up to the registrar to check the address and determine if the provisional ballot is eligible to be counted.”

	“Well I hope we can be of help in finding eligible votes that may not have been counted.” Robert slid to the edge of his chair, preparing to leave.

	“Yeah, me too. I suppose I should see this as a good omen and time to step down. But since my wife died last year, coming to work has kept me going.” 

	He paused, reticent, and wiped his big hand across his mouth. He took a deep breath and said, “Let’s go to the courthouse and meet Attorney Clark. Maybe between us four we can turn over some rocks and find the sneaky varmints.”

	~

	If the Pine County Sheriff’s Office was vintage, the Pine County Courthouse was of the same era. 

	“Ooh. Isn’t this a beautiful building?” Jane said.

	Robert cut his eyes to Jane. Her voice was breathy at the sight of the marble entry that opened into a large, open domed area. “I suppose it’s pretty nice as courthouses go.”

	Jane touched the wood carving on a post. “Craftmanship like this has been forgotten.”

	“And too costly to include in new structures,” said Sheriff Barnes making his way to the elevators.

	Jane followed still taking in the surroundings while Robert tagged along behind. She wasn’t kidding about loving historic places.

	When the elevator doors opened on the second floor, Robert was pleasantly surprised to see Cameo had arrived. She was seated on a wooden bench juggling some paperwork. Next to her was a door with Judge Harcroft inscribed in black letters on the inset frosted glass. She stood as they approached.

	“Mornin’ Ms. Clark. Talked to anyone yet?” The sheriff shook hands with Cameo, and everyone said their good mornings.

	“When I got here, his secretary said she had to step out and would be right back. I’m not sure if the judge is in yet or not.”

	“She’s probably on a coffee run,” Barnes said. 

	“If she is, she picked the wrong time as far as I’m concerned.” Cameo lifted one eyebrow, wrinkling her forehead into a frown. 

	“I faxed the request for recount after the election results were certified on Friday.”  She handed copies of the request to the sheriff and Robert. “The objective this morning is to see how the recount process will proceed.”

	“Don’t plan on a whole lot of cooperation out of Harcroft. The judge and our clerk of court are related and whatever the judge does, the clerk generally goes along with.”

	“Any reason we won’t get the judge’s cooperation?”

	“I don’t like some of his rulings and I’m not particularly quiet about it. He’ll not be doing me any favors.”

	“Currently you are sheriff. Do your job,” Cameo instructed, unsmiling.

	 Sheriff Barnes grunted an acknowledgment. No doubt he was unaccustomed to following someone else’s orders, especially when the someone was the grown-up version of the kid he once had to teach a lesson.

	“Who is on the canvassing board?” Robert asked.

	“Judge Harcroft,” Barnes said, nodding toward the judge’s door, “he’s the probate judge. Also, the clerk of court, Randall Pursley, and me. But since I was on the ballot, the judge appointed one of the county commissioners, Ed Jenkins, as my replacement.” 

	“How do you get along with Ed?” Cameo asked.

	“Up and down. We usually argue about my budget but otherwise he seems supportive. Which doesn’t mean a hill of beans.” 

	“Sorry to keep you waiting,” the judge’s secretary said, returning from the office next door with a coffee mug in hand. “The judge just arrived.” The nameplate on her desk labeled her as Penny Drake. “As soon as Chief Garrett gets here, he’ll speak with you regarding the recount.”

	 At the mention of Garrett’s name, there was a discernible red flush that covered the sheriff’s face. “Might know we’d have to wait on him. Tardiness is next to laziness.” Barnes took in a deep breath and let it out slowly.

	The elevator bell signaled its arrival. The door opened, revealing two men. The taller of the two was about six feet three inches with a lean solid build. He wore a black police uniform. Robert recognized him as Joe Garrett from campaign posters around town. The other man appeared to be in his early twenties and was dressed for success in a dark suit with a white long-sleeved dress shirt and a red and navy print power tie.

	“Sorry to hold things up.” Garrett spoke with an authority that took command of the room. “Sheriff, you know Tristan Poston, head of the young Democrats.  Could you introduce us to these folks?”

	The sheriff’s face turned a shade of crimson as he made introductions. Garrett held each person’s face with his eyes and gave each a firm handshake. Robert could see how he might charm a voter. 

	“Let Judge Harcroft know we’re ready to see him.” Barnes directed Penny. 

	Penny lifted the phone and punched in a number. “All parties are present, judge.” 

	There was a pause and then she stood and ushered them to the judge’s door. The door opened and a man short in stature stood before them. What he lacked in height, he gained in hair volume. He had lots of wiry salt and pepper hair with bushy eyebrows situated over intense eyes that spoke no nonsense.

	“Come in.” There was no question who had control of the meeting now. “There are two things we’ll take care of this morning. A recount date and getting you a certified voter’s list. Agreed?”

	 Harcroft didn’t bother with salutations or listening for a response to his question. He spoke with his back to them as he walked to his desk, stood behind it and motioned for everyone to sit. Fortunately, there were six chairs available to the group because he didn’t seem like the type to waste time finding any more.

	“I know these people,” he said, motioning to Garrett, Poston and Barnes.  “Who are you?” he said, pointing at Cameo, Robert and Jane. He sat with elbows on the desk, hands steepled under his chin, allowing a moment for response.

	“Judge, I am Cameo Clark, attorney for Sheriff Barnes. With me are my private investigators, Robert Grey and Jane Carson.”

	“Fine. Now I checked the calendar. We have 10 days, according to law, to make the recount. But I want this done before that. You know, Sheriff Barnes, that you are to pay the costs of the recount?”

	Sheriff Barnes nodded.

	 “That cost,” the judge continued, “will be figured by the registration board. Check with them. I told the registrar to have things ready for recount on Friday, September the 24th. The registrar’s office has prepared the voting list that was certified prior to election as requested by your attorney, Barnes. I had them make up one for you too, Garrett, while they were at it. 

	“I appreciate it, judge.”

	“If that’s all,” he said in a way that let them know it was all, “we’ll proceed Friday. Have your representatives here.” At that, he stood. Everyone else followed his lead when Cameo said, “The time on Friday?”

	“Ten o’clock—sharp,” he said to no one in particular, but apparently to forewarn Garrett.

	The group filed out of the judge’s office. “Well, that was quick,” Jane whispered to Robert as they followed Cameo, who was headed toward the registrar’s office. The sheriff was still outside the judge’s office speaking with Garrett and Poston. 

	Inside the registrar’s, a girl in her twenties, with long stringy brown hair, and a smile waited on them. Her name tag identified her as Karin Hinson.

	“Are you related to Nellie?” Robert asked.

	She’s my mom. My dad runs Hinson’s Grist Mill.

	“I remember Hinson’s Mill. Is Bob your daddy?” Cameo asked.

	“Sure is.”

	“I didn’t know him well. He was ahead of me in school. I’m Cameo Clark.” 

	“You’re the one the judge said to expect. We have those voter lists ready for you.”

	 There were two large envelopes on the counter, one labeled Barnes, the other Garrett. Next to the envelopes was a stack of flyers announcing a town festival.  Karin handed the Barnes package to Cameo and put a flyer on top. “Consider this a personal invitation to Cornerstone Church and the downtown craft festival this Sunday. Sheriff Barnes attends Cornerstone. A lot of local churches used to put on separate fall festivals, but we finally decided to join efforts and put on one large event. People come from all around now to attend.”

	“Sounds like fun.” Jane gave Robert a sideways glance. 

	Cameo smiled, “I appreciate the invitation, but I have another commitment.” She turned and handed Robert the flyer. “However, it would be a good way for you to get re-acquainted with folks around here.” Her tone was one he recognized as more of a directive than an option. 

	Trapped. “Looks like we have a date,” Robert said. “We just saw your mom at the community church homecoming yesterday.”

	“Pine Bluff Community was mama’s church growing up. We attend Cornerstone, downtown now. But like I said the festival brings all the churches together.”

	“Is there a charge for the voter lists?” Cameo asked. 

	“Yes ma’am,” Karin seemed to hate to request the fee. “Ten dollars.”

	Cameo paid the fee and asked about the recount cost.

	“Ms. Utterback, the registrar, is working on that.” Karin turned and nodded toward a lady preoccupied at her desk. She turned back and gave them a weak smile. “I’ll let you know.” 

	Loud voices came from the hallway.

	The door opened and a wide-eyed patron entered. Cameo, Robert and Jane rushed into the hallway. Barnes had his index finger pressed to Garrett’s chest.

	Garrett threw up his hands shoulder height. “Hold up now, hold up. I didn’t mean anything by it.”

	  “You may not, but I do. If you have anything to say about me, say it to my face.”

	 Barnes removed his finger and spotted his support team. “Let’s get out of here. I need some fresh air. This place stinks.” 

	~

	 Inside the elevator, the sheriff shoved his hands into his pockets. He closed his eyes and began rocking and tapping his head against the wall. Finally, Cameo spoke. “What happened out there, sheriff?”

	Barnes took a deep breath and shrugged. “Months of listening to Garrett’s campaign talk got to me. He comes in here with his almighty book learnin’—acts like he knows everything.  I’ve had it with his off-handed remarks about the dark ages and his stupid lop-sided grin.”

	The elevator doors opened. “Mornin’ sheriff,” a man wearing a John Deere cap said. “Hope the voting results turn out for you.”

	Sheriff Barnes thanked him as they stepped out of the elevator and walked outside. 

	“Listen to me,” Cameo said. “You have to hold it together. There’s a lot of people looking up to you. Don’t let the strain of the campaign get to you. If you do, you’ll be losing more than this election. However this vote turns out, remember you have the respect of the people in this county. I know that for a fact.”

	Sheriff Barnes studied his boots. “You’re right, I know, I just feel like I’m on a roller coaster ride lookin’ for a place to get off and catch my breath. But the ride just keeps movin’.”

	Robert knew about the roller coaster. It takes you on a ride of peaks and valleys and jerks you around. You’d like to get off, but you’re strapped in until the ride is finished. It does stop—eventually. 

	“Listen. We’re here to help relieve that tension,” Cameo said.

	“And I appreciate it.”  He straightened his posture and seemed to be straightening his mental outlook as well. “I’d better get back to the office.”

	“Try not to worry. We’ll start on the leads you have right away.” 

	Sheriff Barnes thanked Cameo, nodded to Robert and Jane, and strode across the street to the sheriff’s office.

	The three watched as he departed. “There goes a man who looks as if he’s carrying the weight of an anvil on his back,” Robert said.

	“You’re right.” Cameo pulled out the paperwork from the registrar’s office. “Let’s sit out here to talk.”

	They walked over to a bench shaded by Robert’s huge ‘kite-catching’ tree.

	“Where do we go from here?” Robert asked.

	 “First, I want you two to go over the voter list. Watch for matching addresses. I understand there are several people registered who don’t really live here.  Once they’re on the voter list someone else could conceivably vote for them.”

	“That’s why we should have photo ID checks at the polls,” Jane said.

	“If we are able to expose something here, it might expose the need for photo IDs,” Cameo said.

	“Right now, even a hunting or fishing license can be used for proof of address—people can apply online and give whatever address they want.” Robert said. 

	“There are holes in the system that need to be plugged. Word is there was an unusual number of absentee ballots requested and sent in. Of those who voted absentee, I want you to contact them to see if they requested a ballot and sent it in.”

	“What if we find a person who said they didn’t request a ballot or vote but it shows they did?” Jane asked.

	“Good question. Once that vote is counted there is no taking it back. What will help is if we find legitimate absentee voters whose ballots weren’t accepted,” Cameo explained. “Just look for anything unusual. I’ve got a meeting with the registrar in Mobile this afternoon to see if there are other things to consider.”

	“It looks to me like one issue is the canvassing board. That judge seemed irritated to have to deal with the extra work,” Jane said.

	Robert agreed, “That attitude seems to pervade the courthouse, except for Karin in the registrar’s office.”

	“Well, let’s give it our best effort.” Cameo stood and handed the voting paperwork to Robert. “I’m headed back to Mobile. Keep me posted on how things are going, and I’ll let you know what I learn from the Mobile registrar.”

	Cameo signaled her departure with a wave and Jane said, “Let’s get something to drink at the general store and start working on these papers.”

	Four men sitting in the rocking chairs out front were chatting and one stood. The group appeared to be breaking up. Inside they were greeted with the smell of fresh-cut cedar used on the walls and display counters. A lighted glass front cabinet held framed black and white photos of historic Pine Bluff.

	The store was arranged like three stores within one large one. The far-right section contained a variety of food items with a small lunch counter in the rear. The center held hardware and house wares with the old potbellied stove surrounded by chairs standing right in the middle. Barrels with checkerboards on top sat between the chairs. On the left end of the store were hunting and sporting goods, guns, gun repair and cleaning.  The insides of the general store were renovated and expanded but Robert sensed something was missing. The feeling was that of a dear old friend being replaced by a manikin that was just dressed up to look like him. Something of the old life blood of the store was gone. 

	 Robert turned back. Jane had gotten no further than the old photos. “Are you stuck?”

	Her posture went rigid and she turned from the exhibit. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to hold you up.” 

	“Don’t apologize. Take your time. I’ll check out the gun section.” What was that about? Did she think he was being critical of her interest? He didn’t want her to feel pressured around him. His concern evaporated when he saw the various guns and accessories that had interested him since learning to shoot wild game on the farm. 

	A man behind the counter in gun repair handed a customer a small paper bag, recorded the sale and then focused on his work. He had a pistol disassembled on a cloth on the counter and started cleaning the barrel with a long thin brush. 

	 “Do you carry Glock holsters?” Robert asked. 

	“Back wall,” the gun cleaning man said. He kept working on the handgun in front of him and didn’t look up.

	“This place has really been fixed up. I used to come in here as a kid.” Robert said. There was no comment from the gun cleaner. 

	Robert tried again. “Is Mr. Schumann in?”

	“You interested in buying or want a donation?”

	Robert was taken back by this man’s abruptness, but smiled and said, “No, no I’m not here for a donation. Mostly just interested in looking around and thought I might meet the new owner. My name is Robert Grey,” he said reaching out his hand, “and you are?”

	“Chad. Chad Smithley.” He held up oily hands, declining the hand shaking etiquette.

	  Robert smiled. “I understand. I’ve cleaned my share of guns. Learned from a friend in the Marine Corps.”

	Chad nodded. His attitude softened slightly. “Army taught me.”

	“Mr. Schumann bought my uncle’s old farm. I’ve heard good things about him and thought I’d introduce myself while I was here.” 

	Chad nodded his head to a door on Robert’s left. “His office is right there, but he’s been on the phone most of the morning.” Chad wiped his hands on a towel and dialed a number and spoke on the phone, “Someone to see you.” He looked at Robert. “What’s your name again?”

	“Robert Grey.”

	“Robert Grey. Says you bought his uncle’s farm and wants to meet you.” 

	The side door opened and a man of about fifty or fifty-five, with dark skin and precision cut hair reached to shake his hand. “Come in. Jim is your uncle?” Schumann stepped aside and motioned for Robert to enter his office.

	“He is. Uncle Jim and Aunt Edith were singing your praises, so it’s good to meet you.” Robert entered a large office with rustic cedar-covered walls accented with numerous photos and plaques, showing his strong community involvement.

	“Good folks,” Schumann said. 

	“I’m impressed with the store renovation. I used to look forward to coming in the store for Coke floats at the lunch counter and to listen to the men swap tales around the potbellied stove.”

	“We still have Coke floats. I wanted the remodeling to be in keeping with the town,” Schumann said. There was a tapping sound on the office back door leading to the alley behind the store. The door opened and Chief Garrett walked in.

	Interesting. Garrett had open access to Schumann. Or maybe he was told to come in for a pre-arranged appointment.

	Garrett stopped when he saw Robert and gave Schumann a sidelong glance. “I … uh … sorry… Well, Mr. Grey, we meet again.” He flashed his winsome smile and extended a cordial hand. 

	“You two have met?” Schumann looked surprised.

	“Yes, at the courthouse.” Garrett directed his remarks to Schumann. “Mr. Grey is an investigator with Sheriff Barnes’ attorney for the recount.”

	Robert got the feeling that Garrett directed his remark to Schumann to caution him. Why did he find that necessary?

	Robert said, “I stopped in to see the old general store and meet the man that bought my uncle’s farm.”

	“I’m pleased you did,” Schumann said, standing up and walking toward the door leading back to the store. “Come out to the farm some time and I’ll show you what I’ve done with it.” Schumann’s body language indicated the conversation was over.

	 “Thank you for seeing me. I won’t keep you.” 

	 Robert left the office. What had he just witnessed?

	 He found Jane in the house wares section chatting with a woman. “Robert, they don’t have a meat grinder, but I did find someone who knows you.” 

	 “I’ll say you did.” Her hair was a bit grayer, but the hairstyle and smile were unmistakable. “Ms. Hinson, good to see you. We just met your granddaughter at the courthouse.”

	 Robert noted another customer leaving with a small paper bag from the gun repair section of the store as they caught up on family member news.

	“Hopefully we’ll see you Sunday,” Jane said. “Karin invited us to church and the downtown craft festival.”

	“I’ll be there,” Ms. Hinson said. “Nellie tells me you’re here to help Sheriff Barnes.”

	“We are. Is there anything you can tell us about the election that might help?” Robert asked.

	“Nothin’ I can put my finger on.” The wrinkles around her eyes tightened and she raised an index finger. “But I can feel it in my bones. Somethin’ about that election wasn’t on the up and up.”

	After their good-byes, Robert ordered coffees lured by the smell of fresh ground coffee beans. The clerk who checked them out was a little overweight for her short height and her large nose formed the centerpiece of a face that carried a warm smile.

	Jane commented on the jewelry she wore. “That is a very unusual turquoise necklace. It’s beautiful.”

	The girl held the piece out for Jane to see more clearly. “My boyfriend brought it to me from Mexico.” 

	“He chose well for you, Clarissa.” Jane said, reading the name pinned to her shirt.

	They took their coffees and retreated to the rocking chairs outside to begin work on the precinct voting list.

	 “After twenty-four years in office, it has to be difficult for the sheriff to accept losing the election,” Jane said.

	“Apparently his answer to the changing world was to maintain stability and the status quo. To be challenged by a young, good-looking upstart with charisma he can’t match has to be hard.”

	“Not to mention the courthouse folks who don’t look like friends, and worst of all he lost his wife,” Jane said pulling out the papers from the registrar’s office. “I’ll bet he has no one to bare his soul to.”

	Robert sipped his coffee and reflected on Jane’s remark. His wife had already passed away when he went through the internal investigation that targeted him and his use of department funds. With her passing, he had lost his sounding board. But he did find relief and comfort from his church and the cancer support group.

	He locked eyes with Jane. “Maybe that’s why we’re here.” 

	 

	 

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 5

	 

	Jane pushed back from her computer desk. She’d finished the investigative report that Robert dictated and left for her to type and proofread. This private eye work was much like the research she loved. Teaching wouldn’t be so bad if the job primarily involved delving into and imparting material. But unfortunately, the ever-evolving requirements and restrictions on curriculum content, grades, discipline, and teacher evaluations went with the position. 

	Robert had said he was pleased with her work. She hoped that he wasn’t just being nice. She prepared a cup of hot tea, settled onto the living room couch, and read.

	 

	To: Attorney Cameo Clark

	From: Robert Grey Investigations

	Re: Barnes Case

	Subject: Investigation of voter discrepancies, Pine County, Alabama

	Investigator Robert Grey accompanied by investigator intern, Jane Carson, examined the voter rolls submitted by the county registrar in the September primary. The objective was to search for discrepancies or anything out of the ordinary. The findings in substance were as follows:

	Monday-September 20

	>The east side precinct had a voting rate of nearly 75%, up from rates usually in the 50 percentiles

	>Twelve registered voters had the same address, 100 Summerfield Road

	>An interview of Ms. Willa Lancaster at her home provided the following information—

	During tomato picking season a big truck load of Hispanic-looking men and women came through town going to Schumann’s farm. She was told that even though workers rotate around to the different farms as different crops need harvesting, they registered to vote in Pine County.

	She heard the election was fixed from Harvey Hancock and Owen Hatch. Hatch mentioned ballot stuffing specifically.

	Regarding Joe Garrett, Ms. Lancaster met his mother, Martha, first. She moved here three years ago to be near her son who had a criminology degree and received the job as police chief. Ms. Lancaster believed Joe had a lot of good ideas to help the town. She loved Sheriff Barnes but thought it might be time for him to retire and relax. The sheriff’s wife had died a year ago and it took a toll on him. She said Joe’s divorce of his first wife, Rose, and immediate remarriage to Tammi, a waitress at the Downtown Diner, probably hurt him politically and may have been why he didn’t win by a wider margin.

	  In Ms. Lancaster’s home, there was a news clipping with a photo of Ida Mae Peeples—a name that was on the absentee voter list. Ms. Lancaster stated that she attended Ida Mae’s funeral in June. She could not have requested an absentee ballot and voted three months after her death. 

	 

	Jane paused her proofing to re-heat her tea. Watching the digital countdown on the microwave, she deliberated over the report content. Robert had stressed that the case report should be objective. Should she include Robert’s cousin’s belief that Joe Garrett had up-to-date ideas and her comment that Garrett’s divorce and immediate remarriage contributed to the close election?

	 Those remarks might be opinion, but it seemed to Jane that finding the facts in this case might require subjectivity to get at the truth. She’d leave the information in and let Robert make the final decision.

	Retrieving her tea from the microwave, she let the warm liquid soothe her throat and went back to the report.

	 

	Tuesday- September 21

	>Attorney Clark requested the investigators interview Harvey Hancock, investigate the Summerfield Road address, obtain a death certificate for Ida Mae Peeples, and photograph her grave marker. Attorney Clark said, the deceased Ida Mae Peoples’s vote could not be retracted once the vote entered the system, but the information would show evidence of wrongdoing. She emphasized that the key to finding votes that might change the election results would be in the rejected absentee or provisional ballots or possibly in over and undervotes. Overvotes occur when a voter marks more than one candidate in a race. An undervote is when no vote is recorded in a race. These questionable ballots can be examined for voter intent.

	>Harvey Hancock and his father were interviewed, and they stated in substance as follows:

	Harvey was concerned that since Joe Garrett was not from Pine Bluff, he didn’t know the people like Sheriff Barnes.

	He overheard a conversation in the general store in which Tip Connelly told Chad Smithley he thought their campaign to beef up the vote with the help of his girlfriend on the east side was successful. It was rumored that the voter fraud had something to do with farm workers voting or someone voting for them.

	Harvey’s father, Rube Hancock, stated that he believed the election and Schumann were phonies. He stated that according to his rocking chair buddies the general store sells expensive prescription drugs under-the-counter at very low prices. Migrant workers being allowed to vote when they didn’t live in the county concerned him. He stated that he voted absentee and wanted to make sure his vote counted. He considered the canvassing board with Commissioner Ed Jenkins and County Clerk Randy Pursley to be biased against the sheriff. He stated that Pursley had a daughter named Clarissa who was a poll worker.

	>Willa Lancaster arranged an interview with Velma Peeples which revealed in substance as follows:

	Her farm adjoins the old Grey property which is currently owned by Frank Schumann. 

	The grave site for Ida Mae Peeples (who was listed as voting) was visited and photos taken.

	>At the Health Department, Sandra Teets furnished a certified death certificate for Ida Mae Peeples, charging ten dollars after department head, Flora Pursley, located the document in a back room. Investigator Grey spoke to Ms. Pursley regarding the paperwork trail of a death certificate. She stated that the documents are entered into their system and then go to Vital Records, but there was currently a backlog.

	>Karin Hinson at the voter registrar’s office furnished a sealed envelope with the recount cost for Attorney Clark. Ms. Utterback, the registrar, was interviewed and asked when her voter rolls were updated to remove those who had died. She said they depended on reports from Vital Statistics and couldn’t keep up with it otherwise. If a person moves, and does not notify their office, they stay on the roll. When asked if a person could be on another voter roll in a different state and vote more than once, she said it could happen, but she had no control over it. Asked if they verify the information and address a voter gives, she stated they rely on the voter being honest when they sign an oath that the information is correct. The Clerk of Court, Randy Pursley, came in and interrupted the interview with the registrar. When a list of the precinct workers was requested, Pursley answered for Ms. Utterback stating that a subpoena was needed. 

	Investigation continuing.

	 

	She drained the tea from her cup and wrinkled her nose. “Yuck. Lukewarm again.” She took the report back to her desk and sat down, drumming her fingers over the papers. 

	She had attempted to stick to facts, but her mind swirled with the entangled involvement of the Pursleys. The father, mother and daughter had connections to the voting results. And there were definite problems with votes coming from legitimate voters.

	The frustrated look on Sheriff Barnes face came to mind and she couldn’t blame him. He had been bombarded with opposition on all sides with the masterful use of loopholes.

	But why the elaborate effort to get him out of office? What did it all mean? 

	~

	 Returning to Pine Bluff, Robert pointed to the report sitting in a folder on the dash of the truck. “You did a good job on the report summary of the last couple of days’ work,” Robert said to Jane. 

	“I wasn’t sure about including some of the opinions.”

	“What you included was appropriate. What we do as investigators should be reported objectively but I’ve seen gut feelings from witnesses help solve cases. I worked a case that had been ruled a suicide, but the girl’s father questioned the position of his daughter’s hands. His gut told him something was amiss and after further forensic work it was ruled murder. 

	“Did you find out who killed her?”

	“We did.” He slowed and pulled into a gated entry. “And now let’s see what we find at my old family property.” 

	The 100 Summerfield Road address was engraved in a huge roughhewn wooden plank that hung high above an electronic iron gate with a talk box. 

	“Impressive entrance,” Robert said to Jane. He pulled his truck up to the gate and pressed the button.

	“Yes?” answered a faceless male voice.

	“I’m here to see Frank Schumann.”

	“Do you have an appointment?” 

	“No, I was just hoping to catch him in.”  To Jane he said quietly, “Look up one of the names listed at this address.”

	“Rolf Rodriquez.” Jane said.

	“Your name please.”

	  “Robert Grey. Is Rolf Rodriquez in?” 

	A gruff reply came from the box after a brief moment, “No one here by that name.” 

	Jane showed him another name.

	“How about Maria Gonzales?” Robert asked the box.

	“Sorry, no. I’m afraid you will need to call Mr. Schumann for an appointment.”

	Robert was about to ask for another voter’s name that listed this address when a white Nissan sedan pulled in behind him. The driver got out and approached Robert’s truck. 

	“Anything I can do for you?” It was Chad Smithley from the general store.

	“Oh, hi Chad,” Robert said reaching out to shake hands like they were long-time friends. “Mr. Schumann mentioned coming out to see what he had done with my Uncle Jim’s old farm. Since I was passing by—”

	“I talked to him a few minutes ago. He’s on his way.” Chad reached over and punched in a code. The gate, embellished with a large ‘S’ fashioned out of black iron, gradually swung open. Robert made a mental note of the code numbers. 

	“Keep going on this road. The farm is on the left. Continue on and you’ll see the office and pellet plant. I’ll let Mr. Schumann know you’re here.”

	“I appreciate your help. The security man on the talk box was not as accommodating—” Chad walked back to his car before Robert finished talking. 

	“Well I guess that conversation’s over.  Strange fella’.” 

	“He’s not one to sit in a rocking chair at the general store and chit chat,” Jane said. 

	They traveled the gravel road that wound through tall pines for several hundred yards. As they rounded a bend in the road the plant came into view.

	“Good grief this is huge,” Jane said. “I was expecting something like a big warehouse.”

	Before them stretched an imposing cluster of five buildings. The warehouse must have covered a good 20,000 square feet and was connected to tall structures. Thirty to sixty-foot scaffolding surrounded the attached buildings and large metal chutes ran in various directions, hooking the massive complex together.

	 The office was a mobile unit, the size of a double-wide trailer.

	 Inside were two men. One sat behind a desk cleaning his fingernails with a pocketknife. His feet were propped up on the desk. The other man was cleaning windows. 

	“You folks need somethin’?” 

	“We’re waiting on Mr. Schumann. Chad from the general store was kind enough to contact him and we were told to wait here,” Robert said.

	“Have a seat then. Secretary’s out sick today.” He pointed to chairs and a glass-topped table with array of ranching magazines. Jane took a seat.

	“I’m Robert Grey and this is my coworker Jane.” Robert said with a smile and extended hand.

	The man at the desk dropped his feet on the floor with a thud. He didn’t get up but reached out and gave a limp handshake. “Tip Connelly.”

	 Tip. This must be the man Harvey overheard talking to Chad about the election results. He was a tall, lanky fellow with a thin face. His long nose had a ridged hump in the middle and on the tip of his nose was a mole with a bluish tint to it.

	 “Quite a place here,” Robert said. 

	“Sure is.”

	 “I grew up on this property. My uncle sold it to Mr. Schumann, and he was nice enough to invite me out to see it. You work here?” 

	“Yeah, since Mr. Schumann first bought the place.” Tip returned to his original position, crossing his narrow-booted feet at the ankles on the desk.

	“This is a big place. Do you live here too?”

	“No, no. Just Mr. Schumann. He has a big house up the road.”

	“How about the farm workers? Any of them live here?”

	“No ...” Tip frowned and looked up at Robert. “What is this? You with some government agency?”

	Robert held up his hand like a crossing guard stopping traffic. “Sorry, I’m inquisitive by nature.” Robert joined Jane and picked up a magazine.

	“Danny,” Connelly spoke to the man cleaning the windows.  

	Robert looked up. Connelly tossed a set of keys to Danny and he caught them.

	“Move my van around back and unload the boxes in the usual place.” 

	Danny’s expression didn’t change. He said nothing. He picked up his cleaning supplies, put them in a closet, and walked out the door, closing it quietly behind him.

	Connelly pushed back from the desk. “Here’s Schumann now.”

	 He tried to close the knife he was using to clean his nails. Robert noticed his hands were shaking and the unique mole on his nose had turned the color of his red jacket. The knife went clattering to the floor. He retrieved it, got up quickly and went to the door. “I need to talk to him a minute. You can wait here.”

	“Did you see how nervous he was?” Jane asked Robert.

	“Like a person who has something to hide.”

	“That’s the guy Harvey said he overheard talking to Chad about beefing up the vote, right?”

	“It would seem so. I only caught a glimpse of Velma’s son going through a gate toward the Schumann property when we were on the Peeple’s property, but I’m reasonably sure this Danny and Velma’s son are one in the same.”

	 “You’re probably right. He’s strange and acts like he may have some mental challenges.” 

	Jane stood beside Robert watching Schumann and Tip through the window. Schumann stood next to a white BMW. Tip was speaking with animated hands. He still had the knife in his right hand and was using it to point in the direction of the office.

	“I think Schumann is getting an earful about the questions you were asking,” Jane said.

	 Schumann had a serious look on his face and nodded in the direction of the parking lot. He appeared to let Tip know it was time for him to leave. Connelly headed toward the big warehouse and Schumann walked toward the office. Jane hurried to her seat and picked up a magazine. Robert remained standing to greet Mr. Schumann at the door. 

	“I’m taking you up on the offer to see what you’ve done with the old farm.” Robert offered an outstretched hand when Schumann walked in. “Hope it’s not an inconvenience for you.”

	Schumann clasped his hand and displayed a toothy grin. The kind that seemed genuine on the surface only.

	“Not at all. Glad to see you.” He set his briefcase down. “Tip tells me you’re interested in the housing arrangements around here.”

	“We did notice quite a few registered voters using this address. Just wondered where they lived.”

	 “It must be the migrant workers. I didn’t realize they used this address, but it doesn’t surprise me. Some of these workers come during harvest season and pitch a tent or we make space in the warehouse if the weather gets rough.”

	“I guess that could explain it. Interesting they’d register to vote when they are only here temporarily.”

	Schumann dismissed his comment with a shrug. “They’re transients. Can’t speak for them.”

	But do you vote for them? “Well, I’m looking for anything unusual. That is why I’m in town.”

	“Sure. Sure. And you’re here to see what I’ve done with the place.” Schumann shifted to good public relations. “Come on. I’ll show you the plant.”

	Acting as a gracious host, Schumann gave Robert and Jane an informational tour of the manufacture of wood pellets.  The process started with reducing pulp wood logs to wood chips in a giant chipper. The chips were processed to sawdust that was sent to compression rollers, then forced through slots and cut into long cylinder-shaped dense pellets about one inch long and a quarter inch in diameter. Schumann expounded on the benefits afforded with the use of clean bio-energy.

	“One of the biggest reasons I invested in this type of energy is because it’s renewable. Trees can be replanted.” 

	“Who uses the pellets?” Jane asked.

	“We sell a lot for industrial use. Pellets can replace coal or oil in big furnaces.” He reached down and scooped up a handful of the pellets and let them run through his fingers back into the pile. “On a smaller scale wood pellet-burning stoves are being produced for home use, so I think you’ll start hearing more about this fuel on the general market.”

	Robert took in the proportions of the building’s interior compared to the exterior while Schumann and Jane talked.  There had to be a dividing wall inside the warehouse, because the outside of the building was twice the length of the inside. Strange. There was no visible door on the interior to access the other side.

	When they stepped outside, Robert saw Connelly’s van parked behind the warehouse. Danny carried long rectangular boxes into the rear portion of the building. 

	Robert tuned back into the conversation. Jane said, “I like the idea of replacing the need for oil in industry. Do you think it will translate into lower prices at the gas pump?’

	“I believe it could.” 

	“Thank you so much for your time. The tour has been interesting. We need to be going.” Robert grabbed Schumann’s hand in a thank you shake and added, “As a matter of fact, we’re going to contact one of your former farm workers. He had a voting issue we need to verify.”

	At the mention of the farm worker and voting, Schumann’s jaw muscles and handshake tensed. His smile, however, remained, as if painted on. 

	 

	 


 

	Chapter 6

	 

	“It’s lunchtime. Shall we try out the Downtown Diner before we contact Hector Villnandez?” Robert asked. 

	“Sounds good,” Jane said. “What’s your impression of the Schumann compound--any sneaky critters?”

	“Quite possibly.”  Robert settled into thought as he drove on the country road back to town. “No doubt we made that Tip character nervous, and the mention to Schumann of us talking to one of his farm workers didn’t please him.”

	“What do you think of Tip?” Jane asked.

	“He strikes me as the kind that works harder to devise ways to do something illegal than to do good honest work.” 

	“Why?”

	“Call me a cynic, but I’ve talked to too many of his type over the years. He’s got something to hide.” Robert pondered the boxes he’d seen Danny offloading. There were a variety of containers and some looked to be the shape of boxes for fluorescent lights. 

	“Did you notice the back section of the biggest warehouse was totally walled off?” Robert asked.

	“I didn’t think about it, but I guess you’re right.”

	“It seems inconvenient to have half the warehouse only accessible from the back.”

	“Unless...” Jane thought out loud, “easy access is unwanted. They may have something to hide behind their clean energy facade.”

	Robert had to park a block away from the crowded diner. A hostess directed Robert and Jane to a seating area shaded by oak trees behind the restaurant. A large glass dispenser filled with sliced lemons, ice and water provided refreshment for waiting customers.

	Jane pointed to the additional parking for the restaurant on the other side of the alley. “Now we know where to park next time.” 

	A girl in a red t-shirt screen printed with Downtown Diner and khaki slacks climbed out of a car and slowly mounted the steps of the restaurant’s rear entrance. Her long blond hair was pulled back in a loose braid with some of the hair falling forward. She pulled the back door open with some effort. 

	“She doesn’t look like she feels too good,” Jane commented.

	“Maybe she got called in because they’re so busy,”

	 A few more minutes passed before the hostess came and ushered them to a table.

	The blond waitress they had just seen arriving approached their table.  She blew the loose hair from her face and said, “Hi, folks. My name is Tammi and I’ll be taking care of you today.” 

	“Hello, Tammi,” Robert said with a smile, “and we’ll appreciate being taken care of.”

	She took their drink order and left them to look at the menu. 

	“That must be Joe Garrett’s Tammi,” Jane spoke in a low voice.

	“Probably right.”

	She returned with their drinks and seemed to be repressing some kind of pain or discomfort. She managed a weak smile and took their order. When she walked away, they could see she took a moment to lean against the coffee and drink counter before she entered the kitchen.

	Robert followed her with his eyes. “She’s either sick or hung over.” 

	After that observation, the kitchen door opened and one of the waitresses escorted Tammi to the back door. Tammi tried to protest, but finally wiped her face with her apron and left.

	The waitress came to their table and said, “Tammi had to leave. She wasn’t feeling well, but she placed your order. I’m Mary Lee, I’ll bring your order out as soon as it comes up.”

	Even though it was crowded, and they were short a waitress, the food was good and came out in reasonable time.

	“Great food and great service under the circumstances,” Robert said to Mary Lee when she presented the bill. He gave her a good tip and said, “Can you give this to the other girl? She did get us our drinks and take our order. What happened to her?”

	Mary Lee accepted the cash. “I’ll see that she gets it. She just ...” Mary Lee started to say something and apparently thought better of it. “Some kind of flu bug I guess.”

	After leaving the diner, Jane commented, “The stress of her husband’s campaign might be part of her problem.” 

	“And I believe there is reason for her to worry.”

	Robert’s cell phone rang. 

	“I just got a phone call from Karin Hinson at the registrar’s office,” Barnes said.

	“We went by there yesterday,” Robert said.

	“I know. That’s why she called and wanted me to contact you. You apparently ruffled some feathers over there when you asked for names of the east side precinct workers.”

	“She’s right. Pursley inserted himself into our visit and said we’d need a subpoena.”

	“Here’s why. Karin asks that her name not be mentioned as the source, but she wanted you to have the names of the precinct workers.”

	“Good. Who are they?”

	“Harriet Drake and Clarissa Pursley.”

	“Drake. Isn’t that the name of the judge’s secretary?”

	“Good memory. Harriet is Penny’s mother. Clarissa is Randy Pursley’s daughter.”

	“And Randy Pursley’s wife works at the health department with a supposed backlog of death certificates. Sheriff, we’re getting a look under some of those rocks.” 

	~

	Hector Villandez answered his cell phone when Robert called. He agreed to meet at a truck stop on Highway 31 near Bay Minette in an hour. He would be driving a green, 2-door Ford truck.

	When Robert and Jane pulled into the parking lot of the truck stop, they immediately spotted a green truck with a man leaning against the tailgate rolling and unrolling his wide brimmed straw hat. He was short, dark complexioned, with jet black straight hair cropped close to his head. 

	After introductions the three went inside the truck stop café and ordered soft drinks. Robert asked questions while Jane took notes. 

	“Can you tell me what happened when you tried to vote?”

	“My wife and I went together. It was our first time to vote, and we told the lady at the poll we wanted to vote for Sheriff Barnes. When I gave her my name, she looked at the voting list and said I had already voted because my name was checked off.” 

	“Can you describe the person with the voter list?”

	“She was a kind of heavy-set girl—maybe thirty, thirty-five.”

	“Okay. Then what happened?”

	“Well I told her that was wrong. I hadn’t voted. But she said there was nothing she could do. Then Teresa, my wife, gave her name. She was on the list but had registered last year when we had a different address. There was an older lady there and she said since she had no ID with the old address, she could vote on a special ballot and it would only count if her address checked out.”

	“So, your wife did vote on a provisional ballot?”

	“I guess that’s it, yes.” Hector looked at Robert, then Jane with a genuine look of concern. “We went straight to the sheriff and told him what happened. He helped us out one time when we needed it. We thought he should know.”

	“That was good of you.” Robert asked Jane for the list of people registered at 100 Summerfield Road and showed it to Hector. “Do you know any of these people?”

	“Very well.  We’re all working together on the peanut crop now.”

	“Did any of these vote that you know of?”

	“No. None of them, because we talked about it.”

	“Interesting. Like you, somebody evidently voted for them.” Robert thought a moment and then said, “Can you give me the old address your wife used when she registered? I’ll see if I can have it confirmed.”

	“Gracias.” Hector pulled some papers and a small book from his shirt pocket. He located the address and gave it to Robert.

	“I’d like to take a taped statement for the sheriff’s attorney. Is that okay?”

	“Sí. Whatever I can do to help.” 

	Hector restated what happened. To conclude the report, Robert asked if there was anything he wanted to add or take away from his statement.

	Hector rubbed the glass of soda in front of him as he mulled over Robert’s question. “There is something I’d like to add. When Teresa and I went to Schumann’s farm to sign up for tomato picking season, they had us register to vote. Teresa told them she was already registered, so I filled out the form and the farm address was already on it. Then each of us had to fill out paperwork to open a local bank account.”

	“What reason did they give for you opening a bank account?”

	“They said it would be easier and cheaper for the company to transfer money into our account rather than print pay checks.”

	“Do you receive bank statements?”

	“Not that I’ve ever seen. A statement would go to the farm because it has that address on it. Teresa and I never use the accounts for anything other than withdrawing our pay when we work for Schumann.”

	Robert closed out the recorded statement, thanked Hector for his cooperation, and told him he would confirm Teresa’s address for her ballot to count.

	Robert and Jane traveled south on Highway 31 toward Mobile. It had been a full day and his body was weary, but his mind dashed from one encounter to the next. 

	“What do you do with all the bits of information we’ve gathered?” Jane asked.

	“Contemplate. We’ve gathered pieces of information that might help dispute the election results, but the pieces need to fit—like a picture puzzle—and I like to theorize out loud.”

	“Okay. Can I hear you theorize?”

	“Yes and jump in whenever you like. I think Schumann’s cohorts went all out to see that Garrett won the sheriff’s race, and it looks like they got inside help. They had Ms. Pursley at the health department holding up the recording of the death certificates. That way the ballot could be voted and counted by the canvassing board stacked in Garrett’s favor.” 

	Jane raised an index finger, her voice excited. “And there was more inside help at the east side precinct.” She yanked her notepad from her purse and flipped to a clean page. “I’m a visual learner. Maybe these pieces will start forming a picture. “With Tip’s girlfriend and the mother of the judge’s secretary overseeing things, they apparently allowed people to vote using the names of the workers registered at Schumann’s farm. But why make the workers open a bank account?”

	Jane drew a giant question mark on the paper.

	 

	 


 

	Chapter 7

	 

	Friday morning—recount day—dawned early in Mobile for Robert. He and Jane were to meet with the sheriff and Cameo in the Pine County Sheriff’s Office at 7:30 a.m. The sheriff had coffee ready.Cameo, who was to attend the canvassing board proceedings on the sheriff’s behalf, made her appearance only fifteen minutes late. The recount was scheduled to begin at 9:00 a.m. at the National Guard Armory. 

	“Sheriff, you are usually on the canvassing board. Tell me what to expect,” Cameo said. 

	“The only recount I participated in consisted of a machine recount at each precinct conducted by the precinct workers. The canvass board just dealt with the overvote and undervotes bagged separately. As I recall, the registrar had to verify addresses on a few provisional ballots.”

	“What about the absentee ballots?” Robert asked.

	“Those were rerun at the registrar’s office, the disallowed ballots were bagged and held by the registrar for the canvassing board.”

	Cameo stood and helped herself to a coffee refill. “Today my efforts will be to see the voting totals at each precinct are consistent with those reported election day, check absentees or provisionals that were disallowed, and scrutinize over and undervotes.”

	“Did you contact Hector Villnandez?” Sheriff Barnes asked Robert.

	“Yes. He gave a statement that his name was checked off as voting on election day, but it wasn’t him that cast the vote.”

	“Another vote that is in and can’t be retracted.” Barnes shook his head in resignation. 

	“Hector also told us the migrant workers were required to open a local bank account where their pay would be deposited instead of receiving a printed paycheck they had to cash. I believe it was another way to make it look like they lived here in order to get more voters on the rolls.

	Sheriff Barnes kept fingering a paper and slid it over for Robert to see. “I found this in the break room.  It’s a proposed re-organization of the sheriff’s office with Garrett’s name as sheriff at the top and Rad Raffield, my chief investigator, as his chief deputy.” Sheriff Barnes pounded the table with his fist. “This guy has the nerve to come in my office and leave this chart. He’s created an atmosphere where my own men don’t know where to place their trust or allegiance.” 

	Robert handed the paper to Cameo. The pressure was affecting the sheriff adversely—his face flushed, his posture stooped, his breathing shallow as if he couldn’t take a deep breath.

	Cameo glanced at the offensive chart and handed it back to the sheriff. “Listen, With the background Robert ran we have confirmation of her address Teresa Villnandez’s address so her vote will count. And with other items we’re discovering, Garrett’s chart will be obsolete.”

	“Right. Here’s something else to submit.” Jane handed Cameo another paper. “A notarized current signature from Rube Hancock for the canvass board in case his absentee ballot was disallowed on signature comparison. Harvey said his father’s handwriting is shakier than it used to be.” 

	 “That’s two votes,” Cameo said, “all we need is a couple more. Even if the votes can’t be isolated to disqualify them, I intend to make it known to the Alabama Secretary of State about dead voters casting ballots and the backlog of death certificates sitting at the health department in Pine County.”

	“One last thing.” Sheriff Barnes said. “Watch the east side precinct vote carefully.  See if there is anything to the alleged ballot stuffing.”

	Cameo pointed to her nose. “I’ll keep my nose to the ground like an old hound dog.”

	~

	 Cameo called at 11:30 a.m. to say the canvassing board had taken a break for lunch and would reconvene at one o’clock. Robert offered to pick up food to have lunch at the sheriff’s office. 

	“Wow. There’s a TV 12 news van from Mobile parked in front of the courthouse,” Jane said.

	“Like buzzards waiting for their prey.” Robert knew the drill. “The reporter will be looking for juicy tidbits to make their news story stand out.” 

	Sandwiches and drinks in hand, Robert and Jane returned to the sheriff’s office break room where Sheriff Barnes and Cameo conversed.

	“At this point,” Cameo was saying, “they have re-run all the ballots back through the machines ...” She stopped mid-sentence to greet Robert and Jane.

	“Keep talking.” Robert said. “Catering service has arrived.”

	Jane and Robert distributed sandwiches, drinks and napkins while Cameo continued.

	“As I said, they have re-run the ballots through the eight machines from the eight precincts. The registrar set it up to check only the sheriff’s race. The machine stops whenever there is an overvote—more than one mark made for sheriff—or undervote—no vote for sheriff. Those ballots are being set aside for the canvass board to scrutinize.” She took a bite of sandwich and paced.

	“Obviously, I am there to represent the sheriff’s interests. Joe Garrett is there for himself. He’s not his usual self-assured, friendly self today but I guess that is understandable. Since you and Garrett both ran as Democrats, there is a representative for the Democratic Party which happens to be Joe Garrett’s cohort at the courthouse the other day.”

	“Tristan Poston? Wasn’t he something like a campaign manager for Garrett?” Jane asked.

	Barnes wagged his head in the affirmative. “And he was selected as the impartial party rep to observe the canvassing board proceedings.” Barnes picked at the remains of his sandwich in the wrapper. “The recount proceedings are lopsided against me.”

	 “I don’t know what the attitude of the board was during the first recount in this election, but they are very cautious now,” Cameo said. “Garrett is stoic, and his Democrat friend keeps biting his lower lip.”

	“I do have big news. You officially have one additional vote the board approved. The voter circled their choices instead of filling in the box, so the intent was clear.”

	Sheriff Barnes gave a slight smile and a nod while Jane applauded and Robert spoke out a spirited, “Yes!” 

	“And …” Cameo said “… the bigger news is that when we broke for lunch, the east side precinct had just spit out a bunch of overvotes.”

	 

	 


 

	Chapter 8 

	 

	“The results of the sheriff’s race after careful consideration by the canvassing board is Joe Garrett 3,161 votes, Johnny Barnes 3,171. Sheriff Barnes is the winner.”

	The announcement came from Judge Harcroft on the front steps of the armory where a news conference had been called at four o’clock.

	“The feeding frenzy begins,” Robert said.

	“But it looks like Harcroft isn’t taking part.” Jane said as they watched Harcroft ignore questions and disappear into the armory that was off limits to the media. 

	 Groups of well-wishers and sympathizers gathered around the candidates with congratulations for Barnes and condolences for Garrett. Robert noted that Garrett’s wife was not there to support him and that Rad Raffield was there offering best wishes to Sheriff Barnes. 

	Robert overheard Barnes ask Raffield to go pick up his gun at the repair shop in the general store. Even though he had not been particularly helpful with the recount, apparently the sheriff had long-standing confidence in him. 

	 Barnes appeared to be a mixed bag of emotions. “Don’t let up on getting to the bottom of the vote tampering,” he said to Cameo but walked away as reporters moved in only to have Joe Garrett corner him.

	Robert was close enough to observe the interchange.

	“I guess congratulations are in order—no hard feelings.”

	“No hard feelings?” Barnes said. “That’s a joke. I’m supposed to just turn a blind eye to your election tampering?”

	“I swear. I had nothing to do with any of that.”

	“Sure, and I suppose you had nothing to do with this department roster.” The sheriff pulled the paper he’d stewed over earlier from his shirt pocket and tossed it at Garrett. “I don’t appreciate you meeting with my men ... and K-9 unit?” He flicked his hands in the air and huffed out the words. “Have you any idea of the cost of training? It’s my department,” he riveted his hand to his chest, “and I want you to stay away.”

	Garrett’s face was drawn. He took time to take in a deep breath before he spoke. “The sheriff’s office happens to be in my city. It’s my duty to watch out for everyone within the city limits. A word of advice,” Garrett stooped to pick up the paper Barnes had tossed at him. His jaw twitched. “Take a look at this organization chart, it won’t cost you a thing.”

	The raised voices caught the attention of the news media. Reporters from the newspapers edged over close enough to hear, and the camera man for the television station began videotaping.

	The sheriff’s face reddened, and his voice went up in volume. “Don’t patronize me.” Barnes took a step closer to Garrett. “I’m warning you again, stay away from my department or I’ll see to it that you do.”

	~

	Cameo stepped in. “Look, the two of you need to take a break from all this pressure. The vote question is settled. It’s time to get back to work.”

	Garrett backed down first and restated, “You may not believe it, but I wasn’t involved in fixing the vote.” He turned and walked away, pushing past the reporters.

	As their jobs require, the reporters tried to obtain comments from Garrett and Barnes. Both refused.

	“The interviews are over,” Cameo said. She herded the irate sheriff over to her car. 

	Robert and Jane followed. 

	Cameo changed the subject. “It’s four-thirty. Let’s celebrate. Where can we go for an early dinner?” 

	 The sheriff, still sullen, took a deep breath and adjusted his belt. “I usually go to the Downtown Diner for all-you-can eat chicken and ribs on Friday nights.”

	“I’ll vote for that,” Robert said.

	“Speaking of votes, I’d like to hear where you found them,” Jane said. 

	 Cameo smiled. “That, my friends, will be revealed only over food.”

	 

	 

	 Robert and Jane drove north on Main Street past the Pine County Sheriff’s Office. The building gave no hint of the recent turmoil. Stores had closed at five o’ clock so downtown traffic was light. A banner outside the diner invited customers to partake in the Friday night special, and business was hopping.

	“Isn’t that Willa coming out of the library?” Jane asked. The library was situated one block off Main behind the diner. Robert slowed to pull into the parking lot behind the restaurant and could see Willa’s Oldsmobile with a red magnetic sign backing out of a parking space. Next to her, a tall slim woman with dark hair entered a white BMW with a matching red sign on the driver’s door. “I wonder what Willa’s promoting?” Robert said. 

	Jane craned her neck. “The sign says something about supporting the local library. Willa mentioned she was on the library board with Joe Garrett’s ex-wife. I wonder if that’s her next to Willa’s car?”

	“I have no idea.” Robert found a parking space. Directly in front of them, Joe Garrett and Tammi sat conversing on a bench under a moss draped oak tree.

	“If that is Rose, how ironic it must be to have the two Mrs. Garretts in such close proximity,” Jane said. “I wonder how I would feel if I found out the husband that jilted me lost an election. Gratified? Sorry for him? Glad he got his? Humm.”

	“Or glad his troubles are no longer her worry,” Robert said as he rolled down the car windows to wait for Cameo and the sheriff. Parts of an anguished exchange between Garrett and his wife could be heard.

	Tammi said, “... it’s done. I thought ... wanted ... it’ll be okay ...”

	Garrett responded with a sorrowful, “No ... no.” He put his head in his hands.

	“... good ... you’ll see,” is all he heard from Tammi as she patted him on the back.

	“It must be very difficult for the two of them learning that he lost the race after they thought he won,” Jane said.

	Suddenly Garrett was on his feet. “... all for nothing.” He said something about Chad and not taking the blame and stormed off. Tammi sat on the bench dabbing her eyes with a tissue. She got up slowly, tucked her diner shirt into her slacks, adjusted her hair, climbed the back steps zombie-like and entered the back entrance of the diner.

	When Cameo and the sheriff arrived, they were seated inside the diner and various townspeople stopped by to offer their congratulations. 

	“Fill us in on finding votes,” Robert said. “We prayed for four and got even more. God is good.”

	“We can credit the good Lord and your investigation,” Cameo said. “I told you when I left at lunchtime that there were several overvote ballots to look at when we reconvened. We all examined them, and it was obvious they’d been tampered with. Each ballot had Barnes’ box filled in completely but there was a small dot in the Garrett box which made the machine read it as an overvote. When I talked to the registrar in Mobile, she said you had to look for the intent of the voter. After some discussion, the canvassing board finally agreed it was clear the intent was for Barnes.”

	The sheriff shook his head in disgust, “Ballot stuffing with dead people, disallowing votes, creating overvotes—heads should roll on this thing.”

	“Trust me. I will bring the altered ballots and the names of east side poll workers, Clarissa Pursley and Harriet Drake, to the attention of the district attorney,” Cameo said. “If nothing else, I believe we can raise enough concern to force some changes in the operation of the registrar’s office.  Your other three votes came from that undervote where the voter circled the boxes and the Hancock and Villnandez ballots.”

	“Let’s hear it for good citizens Mr. Hancock and Ms. Villnandez,” Robert said holding up his glass of tea in a toast and they all clinked glasses. The plates were served by Ernie, the owner, who usually handled things in the kitchen. He explained that one of the waitresses went home sick and he had to fill in.

	“Tammi Garrett?” Jane asked.

	“Yeah. I think it was tough on her learning her husband lost that sheriff’s race. But you know what? We’ve already got us a sheriff and there’s no vacancy,” he said with a smile. “Right, sheriff?”

	Everyone agreed with that assessment and enjoyed their ribs and chicken with Ernie’s special BBQ sauce. While they were eating, Rad Raffield came in and let the sheriff know he had picked up his gun from the repair shop and placed it in his car under the driver’s seat.  Rad prepared to leave when Frank Schumann came in and went directly to the sheriff. He patted him on the back as a gesture of good wishes and pulled up a chair to their table. Sheriff Barnes introduced him to Cameo.

	“Pleased to meet you, ma’am,” he said, rising halfway out of his chair. “Sheriff, I may have had split allegiances during the race but now that Garrett is out, you have my full support,” he said with a broad smile.

	“I appreciate that, Mr. Schumann.” To Raffield who was still standing, ready to leave he said, “Thanks for picking up my gun.”

	“Sure thing, sheriff.” With a nod of his head and touch of his fingers to his hat brim, Rad turned and left.

	“You had Chad work on your gun?” Schumann asked. “He’s the best.”

	“I meet with my deputies at the firing range once a year and wanted to have it cleaned and checked.”

	“How did you find Chad for your gun shop?” Robert asked Schumann.

	“He’s the friend of a guy that works for me out at the plant. I was lucky to hire him.”

	“He’s a man of few words, but seems to know his business,” Robert said.

	“Right, right,” Schumann said, but Robert could tell his mind had moved on. “Sheriff, I won’t keep you, but we need to get together soon. I grill a mean steak.” He stood, put the chair he’d pulled up back in place and acknowledged everyone before leaving. “Good to meet you, Ms. Clark. Robert and Jane nice to see you again. Sheriff, I’ll call you later.”

	  Sheriff Barnes nodded after Schumann. His voice tart. “What a difference 13 votes make.” 

	 

	 


 

	Chapter 9

	 

	Tip sat on a stool beside the gun counter in the general store. His words like his thoughts came and went in spurts. 

	“I can’t believe it. We had such a sweet setup. Ruined. Down the tubes—all we did to get votes—down the tubes,” he shook his head in resignation.

	Chad was behind the counter oiling a handgun. Undaunted, he raised and lowered his broad shoulders and chewed on a toothpick. 

	“How can you be so indifferent? We could get in big trouble here.”

	Chad spoke. “I didn’t do no vote fixin’.”

	“Maybe not but if it hadn’t been for that sister of yours seducing Garrett, none of this vote fixin’ would have been necessary.”

	“Step.”

	“What?”

	“Step. She’s my stepsister. My old man married her mother.”

	“Whatever. You shoulda’ told her to lay off.” 

	Tires screeched outside. Tip looked out the back window. A cloud of dust rose like smoke around Joe Garrett’s patrol car. Garrett stalked up the steps and pounded on Schumann’s office door.

	Tip slid off the stool, entered Schumann’s side office door and opened the back door.

	Garrett slammed his cell phone shut and shoved his way in.

	“S...sorry about the election,” Tip said.

	“Yeah. Was that your stupid shenanigans? Dots in boxes? Dead people voting? The finger will point at me, you idiot.”

	“No. No way they can ...”

	“I tell you one thing. I’m not taking the wrap for this. If I go down, you and your little pill distribution center will go down with me.” 

	Tip’s heart raced in his chest. His knees wobbled. “I … we … t-t-tried …”

	Garrett paced, wild-eyed. He pushed Tip aside to confront Chad and tossed an empty pill container on the gun counter. 

	“You sorry excuse of a human being. You killed my baby!”

	Tip stared first at Garrett’s clenched jaw and then at Chad.

	Chad’s eyes grew dark. “She asked for those pills, told me it was what you wanted.”

	“I wanted? That baby was the only reason ...” Garrett stopped mid-sentence. Schumann walked in.

	“What’s going on here?”

	Tip shrunk back as Garrett whirled about to face Schumann.  

	“You finished buddying up to Barnes. You don’t waste time, do you?”

	“It’s just politics. I have to follow the winner, don’t you see?” he said in a jovial manner. “You shouldn’t take it personally.” He tried to pat Garrett on the back and console him, but Garrett shrugged him off.

	“You remember that it’s just politics when I expose what goes on here if they try to pin that vote tampering on me.” Garrett emphasized his point with a shove to Schumann’s shoulder. 

	Tip watched Schumann’s face change from cheerful to somber. “Who’d believe anything you said when it was you who stood to gain?  Your allegations would be chalked up to sour grapes,” Schumann said. 

	 Tip admired the way Schumann could think on his feet. He always made things make sense.

	 “With what I know, I could make it quite clear who needs to be investigated for certain questionable activities around here,” Garrett said with a sweeping gesture toward the gun counter. 

	Schumann leaned against the door frame of his office and spoke in a conciliatory manner, “Look, you’re upset. Be reasonable here. Sure, it would be better to have you as county sheriff, that’s why I supported you, but you’re still chief of police and there is much to be gained. Even if you’re not sheriff you’ll be in a good position. We may just have to—”

	“Good position for what? I don’t intend to be your patsy.” Garrett pointed his index finger at Schumann and took a step toward him. “I thought you were interested in me and my ideas for improving the sheriff’s office.”

	“That’s true. But right now, calm down. We both need time to think.”

	 “You do the thinking and think about the fact that I’m not taking the fall for this voting mess. If I go down, you can rest assured you will too.” The volume to his voice rose with each point he made. 

	Schumann didn’t flinch a muscle and matched Garrett’s piercing stare, “Think it over, there’s still room for us to work together. Be patient, I can still use you.”

	“Use me? You can’t use me.” Garrett spit out the words and the muscles on his neck were visibly rigid. “What kind of place are you running here?”

	“Joe, Joe you misunderstand me. We can help each other is all I mean. Kiss and make up with the sheriff, and when he sees what benefits the county will reap, he’ll get on board—you’ll see.”

	  “You’re not only an opportunist, you’re crazy. And I was crazy to fall for it.” 

	Garrett pushed Schumann aside, stormed through his office and slammed the back door. One of the framed photos of a sponsored Little League team crashed to the floor.

	Things were quiet a moment then Schumann said with resolve, “Well boys, we’ll need to keep an eye on that one.” 

	Tip looked out the back window and said, “He’s talking to Raffield now.” Raffield sat in his unmarked car in the alley, listening to Garrett. Garrett, red-faced, punctuated his words with arm gestures.

	  “He’s a loose cannon, boss,” Tip said and paced in front of the gun counter. Panic gripped his insides. “What are we gonna’ do?” 

	Schumann straightened his shirt and jacket and ran his fingers through his hair. “Nothing—for now.” He stepped in his office and closed the door.

	Tip turned to Chad and whimpered, “This is gettin’ scary. What are we gonna’ do?”

	“Shut up. You heard the man. Nothin’. We need to do nothin’.”

	Tip knew when it was time to be quiet around Chad. His thoughts ran to when he 

	first met him in juvenile camp. After a minute he said, “Chad you and me go back a long ways but you didn’t serve any jail time like me—almost ten years off and on and I’m not goin’ back.”

	“Shoulda’ gone in the military.”

	“Judge didn’t recommend it for me like he did you. I don’t know if I coulda’ handled it anyhow.” 

	“They train you to do what it takes to stay alive.” Chad spoke in monotone. 

	 “Yeah, by teaching you how to kill efficiently. Sometimes you even creep me out.”

	Chad said nothing. He looked unconcerned and continued cleaning a gun barrel. Tip wished he could be like Chad. Calm and cool. But he wasn’t. Something had to be done. 

	 

	 


 

	Chapter 10

	 

	Robert parked his car beside the Pine Bluff Cornerstone Church, a red brick building with a white steeple reaching toward puffs of scattered white clouds. “Nice to have some cool weather.”

	“And for things to slow down a bit,” Jane said. “The investigations work on this case kept us so busy, all I’ve thought about is votes, elections, and discrepancies. But even with the count resolved it still feels like there’s more work to do.” 

	“Ending a case like this is like pulling the plug after a bath. It gets rid of the dirty water but leaves an ugly residue,” Robert said.

	“I hope that residue doesn’t keep the sheriff down,” Jane said. “He is still pretty upset about this whole ordeal.”

	“Something devious is going on here and I believe we’ve just barely scratched the surface. But as PIs from another county, there’s no more we can do.” 

	“At least we can attend church and the festival under less stressful circumstances.” 

	“Right. My concession to you for your hard work. And don’t let me forget, Uncle Jim asked me to drain his water lines in case there’s a freeze before they get back from their trip.” He tilted his head toward Jane. “Ready for another Pine Bluff church service?”

	 

	Inside, dark wooden pews, polished to a shine, lined both sides of the church. 

	Karin Hinson called out from behind them. “Hey. I’m glad you made it. Mama and Daddy will be here shortly with Granny. They’ll be pleased you came.”

	“Thank you for inviting us,” Jane said. 

	 Robert looked around for the sheriff. “Have you seen Sheriff Barnes?”

	“No, but we’ll save a place in case he comes.” She motioned to a pew on the right that was probably their family’s usual place. “We don’t see him like we used to before his wife died.”

	She looked to the back of the sanctuary. “Here’s Mama, Daddy and Granny now.”

	“You came.” Granny Hinson seemed surprised. 

	“This couldn’t be more perfect weather for the fall festival,” Nellie said to Robert as everyone settled on the pew. Music played and choir members started to fill the loft. “Rose will be pleased.”

	“Rose?” 

	“Rose Garrett ... well, Farnsworth I guess now. She organized the first festival and has recruited more churches to join every year. She sings in our choir.” Nellie looked up front. “I don’t see her. She’s probably busy setting things up in the park.”

	After the service, Robert left his car in the church parking lot and he and Jane walked to the festival.

	Downtown Main Street and the park beside the courthouse had been transformed into a lively marketplace of booths and tables filled with food and crafts. The corners of the park were set up with children’s activities that included face painting, pony rides and kids’ crafts. The top of the courthouse steps was converted to a stage of sorts where a group of musicians set up sound equipment. The Pine Bluff General Store and the Downtown Diner had special displays in front of their stores. The crowd grew as participants arrived in clusters, some apparently having longer-winded preachers than others. The whole atmosphere was festive.

	A voice on the public address system turned everyone’s attention to the courthouse steps. Robert joined the crowd gathering there while Jane looked at crafts.

	“Good afternoon folks,” came the greeting from Pastor Carlson of the Pine Bluff Community Church. “My fellow pastors and I take turns each year with the honor of welcoming you and officially opening these festivities with a prayer of thanksgiving. We are gathered together to say goodbye to those dog days of summer and welcome the first cool breath of autumn. But before I pray, I want to recognize a lady who had the vision of joining our local church community together for this our fourth annual Welcome Autumn Festival. Each year it has grown and all the proceeds from the crafts and foods donated for this day support our local community needs. To give you an example, last year when Tom Wooten’s barn burned down, this fund helped purchase materials and volunteers from all the churches came together to rebuild it. Anything you purchase today will be reinvested right here in Pine Bluff. So put your hands together and join me in thanking the one who started it all—Ms. Rose Farnsworth Garrett.” 

	Rose stepped to the make-shift platform and gave a quick wave. The crowd applauded with a few added whistles and “yeahs.” She seemed uncomfortable as the center of attention.

	Robert overheard whispered comments from two ladies in front of him.

	“A saint—a real saint.” 

	“I don’t know about the saint part,” the second lady quipped. I taught her in second grade. She was headstrong and had to have things her way. But I ‘ll give her this—she’s always had a knack for making things happen.”

	“I still can’t believe her husband left her ... and for her.” Both ladies looked toward Tammi outside the Downtown Diner. “It just doesn’t make sense.”

	Robert tuned the preacher back in. “Now the way it works if you want Sunday dinner,” the preacher explained, “you purchase a plate at the bottom of the courthouse steps for six dollars, or three dollars for the smaller children’s plates. Local churches have tables of good home cookin’ set up all around. You fill your plate and find a seat at a table under the shade trees. Preacher Carlson concluded his remarks with a prayer and the assembly scattered to enjoy the afternoon.

	“Robert!” Jane called out. “Let’s join the Hinson’s at the Cornerstone 

	Church exhibit.” She pointed to a table near the pony ride. “

	Nellie and Granny Hinson showed off pinecone Christmas tree ornaments along with pumpkin necklaces like the one Nellie wore. Karin greeted them and introduced them to Rose who was arranging kitchen linen sets for display. 

	Rose had an understated, elegant look in make-up and dress. She wore black slacks with stylish black boots, and her black hair pulled back from her face. Her demeanor didn’t match her looks. She seemed anxious and preoccupied.  

	“These are wonderful,” Jane said, looking over the variety of colors and designs of the kitchen towel sets.

	“They’re actually made of recycled cloth,” Rose said. “We purchase bundles of discarded clothing by the pound. I cut out large pieces,” she held up an old t-shirt to demonstrate, “and give them to Ms. Hinson.”

	 “Then I make all kinds of things out of the scraps,” Ms. Hinson said. “Last year it was Christmas wreaths, this year these kitchen sets, and Karin made matching covered dish cozies that are nice for keeping casseroles warm.”  

	While Jane made several selections, Robert complimented Rose on her efforts in organizing the festival.

	“Thank you.” She was trying to make change and gave a nervous laugh. “I’ve had too much on my mind. Karin would you mind handling the change?” 

	 Karin took over the purchase and chided her, “Rose quit worrying. Everything is going fine. You should be relaxing, at least until clean up later. “

	Rose allowed herself a smile. “I have another worry.” She asked the Hinsons to watch her booth, and she headed to the pony rides.

	 “She raises ponies and horses on the family farm,” Nellie said, following Rose with her eyes. “Earlier, she gave a pony a shot and probably needs to check on him.”

	“Is she a vet too?” Jane asked.

	Nellie smiled and shook her head, making her pumpkin dangling earrings bounce and glitter in the sunlight. “No. Lots of country folks learn to do their own doctoring.” 

	“Nowadays we’re losing our self-sufficiency. There’s a specialist for everything,” the elder Ms. Hinson complained. “You can’t just go to one doctor anymore. You pick a doctor for what’s ailin’. Heart troubles, you’ve got a heart doctor, foot hurts, you’ve got a foot doctor, sick pet and you go to a vet.” 

	Robert smiled and agreed with her point. “My granddad wormed our hunting dogs and gave them shots.

	“That’s the way it was,” Ms. Hinson said, slapping her knee. 

	  “I appreciate you two driving back from Mobile for church and the festival,” Karin said.

	  “And that’s another thing,” Granny Hinson said. “It’s nice to see there’s still some who keep their word. That means a lot in this day and time.” 

	  “A value ingrained in me by my dad.” Robert caught sight of the sheriff walking away from one of the exhibits and he excused himself to talk to him. The sheriff received a few thumbs-up signs and one gentleman stopped to shake his hand and proclaim, “Way to go sheriff. Congratulations.”

	“Sounds like you’re the man,” Robert said. “We missed you at church.” 

	“I wasn’t feelin’ too good this morning. Still don’t,” he said stroking his stomach, “but I didn’t want to miss this. The fall festival has become quite a popular event.” The sheriff’s cell phone interrupted. “Sorry, things don’t quit just ’cause it’s Sunday.”

	“No explanation necessary.”

	Robert’s attention stayed with the sheriff as he walked away and took the call. After a moment, Barnes re-holstered his phone. He went and spoke to Deputy Raffield who was at one of the craft tables and then Raffield left. Barnes did not look well. His face was ashen, and brow drawn in a frown as though enduring unseen pain. 

	~

	Robert rejoined Jane who was chatting with his cousin, Willa, and Martha Garrett at the Pine Bluff Community Church booth. Their offerings were Willa’s pound cakes baked in small loaves, and Martha’s canned sweet pickles.  

	“You have an interesting combination—pickles and cake. Who could pass that up?” Robert teased and bought some of both.

	While Willa and Martha bagged the purchases, Robert directed his remarks to Martha. “I want you to know I have mixed feelings about the election results,” he said, praying he used the right words to express what he felt. “It’s unfortunate that people were unnecessarily hurt and disappointed.”

	Martha smiled and patted Robert on the hand. “Thank you for your concern. We have to accept it and go on.”

	“You’re right, of course, but I want you to know how I feel.”

	She nodded and dabbed at her watering eyes.

	Willa changed the subject. “You and Jane purchase plates and eat. There’s plenty to choose from.”

	Robert and Jane made the food rounds and Harvey Hancock motioned them to his table to join his wife and father.

	Rube Hancock said, “I told you the election was phony.” He took a gulp of iced tea and used an upraised plastic fork to accentuate his point. 

	“Yes sir, you did, and you were right,” Robert said.

	“What happens to the crooks?” Mr. Hancock lifted his white bushy eyebrows. 

	That question launched a discussion about what they had learned as they ate their dinner. 

	Robert concluded with, “Maybe this investigation will act as a catalyst to change some rules and close some loopholes in voting procedures around here.”

	“Still seems to me somebody should go to jail. Like the people connected to that Garrett fella’ who had to get married to that waitress … you know… like right away after his divorce.”

	“Isn’t the idea of having to get married outdated these days?” Robert asked.

	Rube Hancock countered, “He was running for election in a county that does still believe in marriage and giving a baby a name.” 

	“That was a rumor that Joe Garrett had to marry Tammi.” Harvey’s wife, Sue said.

	“Rumor? Bah. My rocking chair gang had a birds-eye view of that budding little romance. It got where we could set our clocks on Garrett pulling around the back of the general store at 9:30 a.m. Then here come Tammi after serving the breakfast crowd,” Mr. Hancock did a fast walking demonstration with two fingers zigzagging across the table, “skittering from the diner to the back of the general store. You dangle that forbidden fruit long enough and it’s gonna to get bit. Havin’ a baby was something Rose couldn’t control and that is one controlling woman. She does good things in the community as long as she’s in charge.”  

	  “Now Dad,” Harvey scolded, “Mother always said if you haven’t got something nice to say about someone ...”

	“... don’t say anything at all.” Mr. Hancock completed his sentence in a mocking tone and waved him off with his hand. “I’m just stating fact.”

	Finished with lunch and the enlightenment by Rube Hancock, Robert and Jane strolled toward the general store and stopped at the Pine Bluff Historical Society exhibit 

	The society presented Pine Bluff’s past with a series of old photos and artifacts. An elderly gentleman, Arthur Pinkerton, related stories to go with the various items. Jane listened but the sight of Tip Connelly leaving the store wearing a crimson jacket distracted Robert. Had he been there to see his girlfriend? Schumann? Chad? He’d love to be a fly on the wall and listen to their discussions of the election outcome. He could relate to Rube Hancock’s desire to see someone go to jail and would love to know the full story behind the attempt to throw the election. 

	Jane nudged him and grinned. 

	Mr. Pinkerton held up a metal object. “This is my mother’s old Griswold hand-cranked sausage grinder and stuffer. Made in the USA of cast iron—made to last.

	“Using a meat grinder was the secret to making some of my great-grandmother’s family recipes.”

	“Yes ma’am,” Pinkerton bobbed his head. “The old grinding machines were terrific to use for a second grinding on things like wild game, even fish fillets to make fish cakes in the days of no electricity.”

	Robert scrutinized old photos of Pine Bluff. “The general store has similar pictures on display.” 

	“Yup. I furnished them to Mr. Schumann. He wanted photos to help the locals identify with the store.”

	“He seems to have worked hard to become a part of the community.”

	Mr. Pinkerton didn’t comment directly to Robert’s remark but said, “Mr. Schumann promised to bring those photos to me to use in this exhibit but didn’t. I guess keeping your word doesn’t carry the value it once did.”

	Robert left that comment alone. 

	“There’s free water and chips at the diner,” Pinkerton said.

	“Thanks. Free sounds good,” Jane said.

	Waitresses Mary Lee and Tammi handed out the freebies. Mary Lee plunked two waters on the table. Tammi’s hands trembled as she gave them the packages of chips.

	“Appreciate it ladies,” Robert said.

	On the way back to the church parking lot, Jane reminded him to check Uncle Jim’s house and commented, “Tammi looks awfully pale. She must still be getting over the flu or whatever made her sick.”

	 “I imagine the pressure of the campaign and subsequent loss of the election didn’t help any.” 

	“And then there’s having to live in the shadow of Rose,” Jane said.

	“Tammi may have the man,” Robert said, and slid into the driver’s seat, “but from the looks of things Rose has the respect and …”

	Robert stopped mid-sentence. At a near run, Sheriff Barnes crossed the street to his patrol car. His tires squealed a hasty departure, making heads turn as he sped away. 

	~

	“I wonder what’s happened?” Jane said.

	Robert felt a dullness in his chest. He missed having a police radio. He turned onto Main Street and drove out of town toward Uncle Jim’s house—the same direction as the sheriff. Nearing the Wright’s Creek bridge, flashing blue lights came into view. When he got closer, Robert slowed and pulled onto the side of the road behind the sheriff’s car.

	Across the street, Raffield stretched black and yellow crime scene tape barring entrance to the wayside park. 

	Robert pushed his gear into park and set the brake. “Wait here.” The sheriff was standing by the creek bank ending a phone call. Robert joined him and Barnes answered Robert’s unspoken question. 

	“It’s Joe Garrett. Shot in the head. He’s dead.” 

	 

	 


 

	Chapter 11

	 

	More than three weeks had passed since the election recount, and Robert couldn’t shake his concern for Pine Bluff and the murder of Joe Garrett.

	 “Knock, knock,” Jane called out. 

	He had told Jane to feel free to come into the investigations office in his converted outside garage whenever she wanted, but she still felt the need to announce herself. 

	“Good morning.” Jane shrugged out of her jacket and draped in on the back of her desk chair. “Sorry I couldn’t be here for the nine o’clock voice stress test. But I had to deal with title paperwork on my mother’s car. How did the lie detection turn out?”

	“Another unhappy customer.” Robert said, closing a file folder on top of his desk. “I don’t like telling a client that their spouse is lying.”  

	Voice Stress Analysis was one of the services the agency offered, along with civil and criminal investigations and process service. Recently, Jane had joined Robert as a certified lie detection examiner. He was surprised at how quickly she learned but shouldn’t have been. She was a teacher and being a good learner undoubtedly went with her trade. 

	“Honesty. That’s key to any relationship. I hope the couple can level with each other and work things out.” 

	The honesty word hit him like a punch to the gut. He had not been totally honest with Jane as to why he’d retired from law enforcement. Omission wasn’t lying but was he any better than the man who just took the lie detector test? When Jane asked why he decided to retire at such an early age, he only gave her a half truth. He had put in twenty-five years and was eligible to retire. He didn’t lie. He just didn’t tell the whole sordid story. Was now the time to tell her?

	 “Speaking of honesty ...” The phone interrupted and Robert answered. “Grey Investigations.” 

	“Vance Freed here. I was in town and thought I’d drop by if you were in.”

	“For you, absolutely.”

	Robert hung up and told Jane, “Vance Freed, an ABI agent I trained, is stopping by.”

	“Should I put on coffee?”

	“Yes, thanks.”

	Jane busied herself. “Do you miss being a state agent with the Alabama Bureau?” 

	“The intrigue and challenge yes, the backstabbing no.” Vance Freed was one of the few people who knew Robert’s story and still stuck by him.

	“I’ve looked at some of your old news clippings,” Jane said. You’ve worked a lot of different types of cases.”

	“All kinds from murder to conspiracy.”

	He’d worked for years fighting crime, ferreting out criminals, and seeking justice. During that time, he’d worked just as hard to investigate a man’s innocence as he did to prove his guilt. But dealing with charges of grand theft against himself was a completely different animal. When questions he wanted answered could only come from him, the entire case became distorted and warped. Robert shook his head to clear the nightmare that made a tight knot form in his stomach.

	He made a tab with the case number for the test just completed and filed the paperwork. 

	The coffee pot wheezed into action. Leveling with Jane would have to come later. The coffee finished dripping when the doorbell rang. Robert ushered Vance in and made introductions. 

	 Vance sat opposite Robert. “Feels like old times when we talked strategy about how to work a case.” 

	“I miss those times. What kind of detail are you on now?”

	“Long story, but they have me tracking gun sales. Arms trafficking would be a perfect endeavor for us to team up on. Sure you won’t come out of retirement?”

	Robert shook his head. “No. No one is indispensable. As long as you’re there, the department’s in good hands. I know how it goes.”

	“Suffice it to say you are missed. One thing might interest you. Eckstrand has been assigned to the murder of the police chief in Pine Bluff. I know you worked the voter fraud case for the sheriff there.”

	The mention of Eckstrand’s name made Robert’s stomach churn.  Eckstrand’s hard work and leaked information about misuse of department funds had sullied Robert’s name and eventually forced his retirement. Worse, he’d caused Robert to doubt his own integrity. Even his own sanity. Eckstrand’s job as an investigator of internal affairs could be likened to that of the tax collector in the Bible. His task was viewed with contempt. For a time, Eckstrand’s name was synonymous with “the dark side” since his work cast a bad light on the department’s operations in general. But eventually most of Robert’s men pulled their support from him. One of the only ones to stick by him was Vance.

	Robert heaved a sigh. “I hope he does an objective investigation instead of pushing a preconceived agenda.”

	“Do you have a theory about who killed the chief?”

	“Only that I suspect Garrett knew his killer.”

	“Were you in Pine Bluff when it happened?”

	Robert nodded and sat back in his chair. “I had a cursory view of the murder scene, but saw no sign of a struggle. I think he may have been meeting someone at the Wright’s Creek bridge where he was murdered.” 

	Jane delivered coffee. “What warrants an outside ABI agent to be assigned to the case?” 

	“It’s common for local law enforcement to call the bureau in on a murder, especially in small counties,” Vance said. “They can take advantage of the state’s resources.”

	“That’s right,” Robert said. “Plus, with the close sheriff’s race situation, it’s just better to let the state handle it.” Robert pressed his arms against his desk. “I assume Eckstrand was excited to get another high-profile case.”

	“Ever since you left, he’s used his brown-nose technique to pick up all the big assignments he can. What he’s angling for is department head in Montgomery—the position you should have been offered.” 

	“Is Major Cline still in that position?”

	 “Yes, thankfully. He sees right through Eckstrand, but the major is retiring soon.” Vance looked as though an idea just hit him over the head. “Guys who have come out of retirement—”  

	 Robert held up a cautionary hand. “That’s behind me now. I’m in no mood to offer myself up on the sacrificial ink cartridges of the news media. It would never be the same working for the state again. Not having professional relationships at least means I can no longer lose them.” 

	“Well you have me,” Vance said. “That won’t change.”

	~

	  On the back porch of the little house inherited from her mother, Jane finished her morning devotion and quiet time. Her number one item of prayer was the phone call she’d received from Evan Armstrong, the assistant principal at Hidden Valley Elementary School. Since they’d dated a couple times, she had thought he might ask how she was doing, but instead he said, “Are you ready to go back to work? There will be an opening coming up soon.” 

	“You mean now? I took off this school year—”

	“Well, since your mother died … sorry for your loss … but it’s been … what? … three, four months —”

	“Almost five months and the first I’ve heard from you.”

	“Sorry. But with this job coming open I thought of you.” 

	Apparently the first time he thought of her in five months. “I wasn’t planning to go back until next school year. Besides, I have a job here in the meantime.”

	“A teaching job?”

	“No. I’m an intern for a private investigator.”

	“You? You’re not serious.”

	She pressed speaker and plunked the phone down on the desk where she’d been making some notes to discuss with Robert. “Why are you so shocked?”

	“Uh … what agency?”

	“You think I’m making this up? Robert Grey Investigations.”

	“I … sorry …” 

	“You’ve said that already.” The conversation was unnecessarily upsetting and going nowhere. “Evan, I appreciate you thinking of me but I’m still dealing with mom’s estate. I need this time off.”

	Rehashing the whole conversation with Evan left her chilled inside and out. She should be grateful for the job offer. But she did have her mother’s affairs … that she was neglecting … in order to work with Robert … who could easily do without her. 

	She pressed her lips against steepled hands. To be honest, she was enjoying not having to manage the daily demands of teaching twenty-five children. The admission troubled her. Elementary education is what she trained for and had invested eleven years. What should she do? 

	She shrugged her shoulders against the cool air and stepped into the kitchen. She flipped on the small TV on the counter and poured a second cup of coffee, soaking up the warmth from the mug with her hands. 

	The teaser for the next news story grabbed her attention. “We’ll hear from Officer Eckstrand of the Alabama Bureau of Investigations on the latest in the murder of the chief of police in Pine County.”

	Jane punched Robert’s number on speed dial.

	When he answered she said, “Turn on Channel 12. Eckstrand is being interviewed,” and hung up. 

	 The news story featured Eckstrand standing in front of the Pine County Courthouse with alternating shots of reporter, Sheila Cantwell, asking questions and Eckstrand answering.

	“I understand you are looking at a person of interest. Can you tell me more?”

	“I can tell you there is a person of interest and we have interviewed him.”

	“No one you can name?”

	“I can’t say at this time, but this person has been questioned and is cooperating with the grand jury.” His smile came across as a self-confident smirk. 

	The camera zeroed in on the reporter. “Though Agent Eckstrand did not give a name, News 12 has information that one person of interest is Pine County Sheriff Johnny Barnes. Confidential sources say the sheriff’s gun has been sent in for ballistics tests. His gun is the same caliber as that used to murder Chief of Police Joe Garrett. Barnes had defeated Garrett in a bitterly contested sheriff’s race.”

	The camera switched to a split screen with news anchor Rick Martin asking Sheila, “Are there any others being questioned?”

	“We understand the sheriff’s chief investigator, Rad Raffield, who was first on the murder scene, has also been brought before the grand jury.”

	“Can you tell us about the special prosecutor assigned by the governor?”

	“Rick, Governor Giles appointed special prosecutor, Zeke Mandover, from the middle Alabama district at the request of the local district attorney. Mandover empaneled the grand jury and of course those proceedings are to remain secret. I’ll update you when any new information is released.”

	“Thanks, Sheila. In other news...”  Jane punched the off button on her remote. 

	She was not as familiar with the judicial system as Robert, but it sounded like Sheriff Barnes was the prime suspect.

	From the conversation she had overheard between Vance Freed and Robert, there was no love loss between Robert and Agent Eckstrand. What happened to Robert that made him retire and not want to go back? How had he lost professional relationships? He remarked more than once about his frustration with PI work and that he had no real legal authority. 

	Since Robert alluded to news media writing about him, Jane had Googled Robert’s name. She found only one news story which referenced him as the head of an investigations unit being probed for its handling of forfeiture funds. 

	Whatever had happened, she wanted Robert to feel the liberty and trust to share it with her. They were comrades in career discontent. No matter how much she wanted to ask, she made herself a promise—no prying. She would wait on him. And the classroom could wait on her. 

	 

	 


 

	Chapter 12

	 

	Jane read the article in the newspaper’s “News from around the State” section out loud in Robert’s office.

	“An indictment handed down by the grand jury named Pine County Sheriff Johnny Barnes as suspect in the murder of Joe Garrett, Pine Bluff Chief of Police.” She paused to hook a wayward lock of curly hair behind her ear.

	 Robert leaned back in his desk chair, closed his eyes and listened.

	 “Barnes was arrested and released on his own recognizance. Recently, Sheriff Barnes defeated Garrett in the Pine County Sheriff election in a recount. The sheriff was linked to threats on Garrett’s life, a suspicious phone call and the murder weapon. A plea hearing is set for next week.”

	Jane tossed the paper on the desk. “It doesn’t sound good for the sheriff.” 

	“No. Not at all.”

	“But ... you don’t think—”

	“What I think is immaterial. What I know from experience is when a person is pushed to a certain point, even the most unlikely is capable of murder.”

	The phone rang. “Cameo.” Robert answered and put it on speaker. Jane sat on the edge of the desk. 

	“Have you heard about the indictment of Sheriff Barnes?”

	“Yes. I’ve got the paper right in front of me.” Robert tapped his finger against the indictment article.

	“The sheriff hired me to represent him. Can you go to Pine Bluff right away?” 

	Jane slumped.

	Robert stood. “Hold up. What’s the angle? Are you building a defense? Did he admit to it?”

	“No. He says he didn’t do it.”

	Jane wrinkled her forehead and locked eyes with Robert. 

	“And you believe him?” Robert said to Cameo.

	“I’m not sure why, but yeah. I do. I just can’t imagine him doing this.”

	“But the bullet from his gun—”

	“That’s something I’ll need your help with.” 

	“My help?” Robert lifted his eyes to the ceiling. “How does the sheriff explain it?”

	“He can’t. But he says he didn’t do it. I know it looks bad, but I believe him.”

	“We both heard him threaten Garrett.” Robert paced behind his desk. “Now the gun … and the paper mentions a phone call.” 

	“There was a call made to Garrett from a pay phone at a store the sheriff happened to go to that morning.”

	Jane motioned to Robert and whispered, “All circumstantial.”

	Robert raised a brow and turned back to the phone. “Cameo, what if I give him a lie detector test? Then we’ll have a better idea of how to help him. You may wind up going the temporary insanity route. He has been under a lot of stress—lost his wife, lost the election and had to fight to get it back. A plea will ruin his career but keep him off death row.”

	“Robert. Do this for me. Keep an open mind. You know he’s entitled to a defense and I intend to give it to him. I’ll talk to him about the test.”

	 She ended the call abruptly.

	“Man, I don’t know about this one,” Robert ran his hand through his hair, leaving it mussed. “Half of Pine Bluff is already divided because of the election recount. We could be on the wrong side here.”

	Jane slid from her perch on the desk, her insides in turmoil.  “Am I missing something here? Whatever happened to innocent until proven guilty?” 

	Robert stopped his pacing and stared at her. 

	“You went through some sort of accusations that proved false. Am I right?”

	“That was different—”

	“Different circumstances maybe …” She turned away. It was her turn to pace. Was she wrong?

	She threw her hands up. “This isn’t a story about someone we don’t know. We discovered strange goings on in Pine Bluff and something is strange about this indictment. That Eckstrand guy you don’t trust is behind it for goodness sakes.”

	Her voice was shrill, but she was driven to say what she was thinking. She didn’t like the way this scene was playing out. “And I have qualms about making the sheriff take a lie detector test.” She started to pace again when Robert grasped her shoulder. 

	“You’re right.” Robert held her gaze a moment and gave her shoulder an extra squeeze before he let his hand drop. 

	“The sheriff says he’s innocent. I’ll call Cameo back. There’s no need to put him through a test. We’ll do what we can to help him.”

	 He made the call, hung up and heaved a sigh. “There is something I’ve been wanting to tell you and now is as good a time as any. 

	A tingle hit Jane’s stomach. 

	“You mentioned Eckstrand. I’ve never told you the whole story about why I retired. The truth is I was guilty of depositing investigative funds in my personal bank account and Eckstrand exposed what I’d done. 

	Jane’s breathing constricted. “I don’t understand …”

	“I had withdrawn cash from forfeiture funds in Montgomery to use for making buys in a drug case. But our informant’s contact backed out at the last minute. I was in Mobile and didn’t want to have ten thousand in cash on me, so I went to my bank. I had requested a separate account at customer service. She sent me to a regular teller where I assumed it was being handled. But the money went in my personal account.

	I didn’t notice and never had presence of mind to transfer the money back to the Montgomery office. Lori was having chemo treatments at that time. I wrote checks and used the money on doctor bills. I was charged with grand theft. 

	“What about the person in customer service? Couldn’t she—”

	“Never located her. I couldn’t give a decent description and Eckstrand didn’t put much effort forth because he didn’t believe me. I wasn’t even sure of what I’d said or to whom. 

	Jane folded her arms across her stomach and leaned forward “Understandable. You were under duress …”

	Robert shook his head in short side to side jerks. “No. We had explicit department rules about handling money. I wrote them. Sick wife or not. I was irresponsible. Eckstrand was miffed that I didn’t go to jail after his hard work to nail me. I probably should have gone to jail, but I was allowed to pay the money back and retire.

	“I’m so sorry. Ending your career that way …” She stared at Robert with his head bowed. She could think of nothing else to say but, “I’m sorry.”

	Robert pushed up from his desk. “Well, there you have it. The whole wretched truth. No need for you to be sorry. I started to tell you the other day but was interrupted when Vance Freed called.”

	He shoved his hands in his pockets. His eyes looked tired. “It took my intern to shake sense into me about giving another lawman the benefit of the doubt. Here I am—a guy with a stained record. You may want to reconsider associating with me.”

	Jane felt a tightness in her throat. She had hoped he would trust her enough to share what had happened and was gratified he had. But had he told her because of her brash behavior? She’d been wrong to boss him around. She wanted to hear what happened to him on his own volition not because of her insensitive remarks.

	“Look. I was out of line talking to you as I did, and I hate hearing what happened …”

	“No matter. I should have told you sooner.” He straightened. “Right now, we need to concentrate on helping the sheriff.”

	~

	Two hours later Robert still sat in his office. Jane was on an errand. Robert tapped his thumb against his thigh, mulling over his confession and the deserved tongue lashing he’d received from Jane. 

	He had to admire her spunk and the fact she felt free to speak her mind. Up until now she’d been more or less conforming to his instruction, but he found her boldness invigorating. She’d put him in his place. He had told her the truth behind his retirement and she still seemed willing to work with him. Robert slapped his leg in amazement that Jane had emerged as someone he could count on to keep him in line if he strayed toward stupid as he had in the past. 

	His phone on vibrate danced on his desk and he answered.

	“We’re in San Antonio, sittin’ on the river walk.” Uncle Jim shouted as if it would help close the distance between them. “Saw the Alamo today.”

	“Sounds nice. I winterized your house so take your time and enjoy yourselves.”

	“Will do. But I called because I got word from Nellie about the sheriff’s indictment.” 

	Leave it to Nellie to close the distance.

	“Robert, you need to help Johnny. That’s a bunch of malarkey, saying he killed a man.”

	 “I will be working his case. He’s hired Cameo to represent him.”

	“Good. If he needs a character witness, count me in.”

	“I’m sure he’ll appreciate your support.”

	“And another thing, stay at my house. There’s the guest cottage out back your intern can use. It would help me to have you watching the place and save you from running back and forth to Mobile every night. Your Aunt Edith decided she wants to go to Mexico.”

	 The call ended after good wishes and assurances. Robert turned inward. The swirl of activity and the challenge to find a murderer had sparked an energy deep inside, gone dormant. The words of his father on his death bed stirred his soul … “help others whenever you can and never be a slacker.”

	~

	Jane could feel the silence emanating from Robert as he turned onto Church Street in downtown Mobile headed to Cameo’s office. Oh, he’d been cordial enough since the set-to in his office. But she had thrown Eckstrand’s name in his face which prompted him to tell why there was bad blood between them. After seeing how brazen she could be, he must be rethinking her as intern material.

	She bit at her lip, wondering where her own tenacity had come from. She was a novice in this business. Who did she think she was to jump on Robert like she did? He had twenty-five years of experience in high stakes cases. She had none. Zilch. Zero. Her expertise rested in refereeing battles over toy trucks and wiping drippy noses. 

	She should call Evan, accept the job and worry about settling her mother’s estate later. 

	Robert suddenly put on brakes and pulled into a parking space. Here it comes, the reprimand she so richly deserved. Or was he going to push her out on the street?

	She cut her eyes at him with furrowed brow. 

	His flat expression morphed into a smile or maybe it was a grimace.

	“You said you braked for historic markers.” He nodded to the metal sign on the post standing in front of an old church. 

	“I thought you were mad at me and decided to drop me off.”

	His upturned lip turned into a sheepish smile. “Not for saying something crucial for me to hear. Granted you shook me up, but I appreciate it. So … I thought I’d do something for you. He got out, walked around the truck and opened her door. “Come on. No need to be in a rush to Cameo’s office as you have pointed out to me.”

	She stared at him a moment. “Who are you? And what did you do with the real Robert Grey?” 

	He stepped back, threw out his hands and chuckled, showing off dimples hidden underneath his close-trimmed beard. “Lurking inside trying to come out. But truthfully, you will find he’s an awful lot like the Robert you so aptly set straight.” He tilted his head. “Come on. Let’s look at your marker.”

	My marker? She had asked Even to stop and let her read a marker on Dexter Street in Montgomery. He had laughed and said, “Who wants to spoil a date reading about history? You are kidding, right?” She just smiled and never admitted that she hadn’t been kidding. 

	Robert stood beside her, lifted off his heels and read out loud. “Established in 1823, the first Episcopal congregation in Mobile and the State of Alabama.

	 Jane picked up where he left off. “The building was consecrated in 1842 and by Leonidas Polk … wow … he became the General of Artillery in the Army of the Confederacy. 

	“Ah. Interesting.”

	“You really think so?”

	“Sure. Preserving history—that’s the goal when working a crime scene. You have to preserve anything that might be of evidentiary value. Markers don’t stand out as plain as this one but finding meaningful markers is what we will look for while working this murder case.” 

	Instead of casting her out, he seemed to be including her in his lawman domain. Could her love for history and research really be of value in his world? 

	Evan and the teaching job offer could wait.

	~

	Arriving at Cameo’s office, Pauline said, “Sheriff Barnes is here. Cameo said for you to go back.”

	 “Did I hear you correctly?” Robert glanced at his watch. They weren’t early but they were on time. He shook his head and motioned for Jane to lead the way down the hall.

	Jane spoke over her shoulder to him. “What happened to the real Cameo Clark?”

	“Right.”

	The sheriff sat in one of the two chairs in front of Cameo’s desk and stood when Robert and Jane entered. Cameo stayed seated, gave a quick smile and continued writing on a yellow legal pad.  Robert motioned to the love seat for Jane and he took the other chair.  

	Cameo said. “Sheriff, let’s start with you explaining what happened on the Sunday morning before Joe Garrett was discovered.”

	The sheriff sat on the edge of the chair, his hands pressing down on his thighs, shoulders pushed forward. Robert saw the sheriff’s demeanor as a portrait of himself during the months he had to endure rumors that he was on-the-take and put up with investigations into his background.

	Likewise, Barnes seemed awkward and off balance. A man like him was used to being on the other side of the desk—in control and in command. 

	“The morning of September 26th I wasn’t feeling very well, kind of like indigestion.  That big church festival was going on downtown. I planned to take an antacid and rest instead of going to church and then see if I could make it downtown. But I didn’t have any Rolaids, so I went to the convenience store near my house.” 

	 He spoke in an objective manner, giving only the necessary information.  Was this from his experience as a lawman to give the pertinent facts, or was this a presentation of well-rehearsed facts? 

	“About what time were you in the convenience store?” Cameo asked.

	“Somewhere between 10:00 and 10:30 that morning.”

	“Did you use the pay phone while you were there?”

	“No.”

	“Did you see anyone use the pay phone?”

	“I can’t recall looking in the direction of the pay phone.”

	“Did you speak to anyone while you were at the store?”

	“Only the clerk.  Nothing of consequence.”

	“Okay. What did you do next?”

	“I drove back to my house. Stretched out in my easy chair and apparently fell asleep. Next thing I remember I woke up and the clock on the mantel registered a few minutes after twelve. Feeling better, I headed downtown.”

	“Where was your gun?”

	Robert watched the sheriff’s response closely. Barnes hesitated. Was it a normal search of the brain to remember or was he formulating an answer? 

	“In my car.”

	“Do you know for a fact it was in your car?” Cameo asked.

	“Yes. I remember seeing part of the handle of the gun sticking out from under the seat.”

	“All right. Then what happened.”

	“Downtown, I parked in front of the sheriff’s office and crossed the street to the festival. I bought fig preserves at Mazie Colburn’s booth.”

	“What time was it at that point?”

	“Probably around 12:30.”

	“We’ve established that the sheriff’s office called you with the information Joe Garrett’s car was parked at the wayside park beside the Wright’s Creek bridge at 1:00 p.m.”

	Barnes stood. He ran his fingers through his thick hair and pulled up his belt around his waist. 

	“Pine Bluff PD called our office and reported that old man Register wanted to know why the city was out there working traffic at the wayside park. The city dispatcher explained she couldn’t raise Chief Garrett and called the sheriff’s office for assistance.” The sheriff pointed to Robert, “That’s the call I received when I was talking to you at the festival. I sent Raffield out to check on it. Maybe fifteen minutes later Rad called informing me he had found Garrett dead.”

	Silence filled the room except for the sound of pen against paper as Cameo scribbled notes on her legal pad, flipped the page and made more notes. Robert observed the sheriff watching Cameo. His hands were folded behind his back. He pushed his shoulder blades back straightening his posture. 

	Cameo slapped her pen down and rose from her desk chair. When she stood, Sheriff Barnes returned to his seat. 

	“This is what happens next. The DA’s office promised to hand deliver discovery Wednesday afternoon. Plan to meet here Thursday at nine.”

	“Is that a.m. or p.m.?” Robert asked. 

	Cameo shot one brow up. She was all business today. 

	 “Morning. In the meantime, since all of you were at that festival, I want you to make notes on anything you observed that might pertain to this case. I want to know who else had motive and opportunity.”

	Barnes profile exposed his taut jaw. Robert sensed a nudge, that hard to define intuition that he’d not experienced for some time. Barnes was innocent.

	 

	 


 

	Chapter 14

	 

	Robert accompanied by Jane and the sheriff arrived at Cameo’s office at the same time, 8:50 a.m. Cameo made her appearance only minutes past nine.

	 “The district attorney’s office sent this cardboard box over yesterday morning, but certainly made no effort to make things easy for us,” Cameo said. Everyone returned to the same places in her office as their last meeting “Pauline did a masterful job of sorting through and arranging the disorganized files into folders of interviews, depositions, reports and legal filings.” 

	Cameo buzzed Pauline. “Hold all my calls for the rest of the day.” She hung up and addressed the little group. 

	 “Here’s what I want to do. Each of you take a legal pad. Sheriff, you go through all the interviews, Robert reports, Jane depositions and I’ll look at the legal papers. Take notes as to points you feel need more work, errors, holes, questions raised—anything. Write it down with the item name, page and line number. We’ll go over the material until all of us has seen and read everything. No comments or questions to interrupt the train of thought, just write down what you believe needs extra scrutiny.  When we’re finished, we’ll take turns going over our notes. Questions before we start?”

	“Where do you want us to work?” Sheriff Barnes asked.

	“Sheriff, you take the conference room with Robert. Jane, you take the break room. I’ll stay in my office.” 

	Each dutifully gathered their respective materials and went to their assigned places silently.

	Robert broke the silence once they got in the conference room, speaking softly. “Sheriff, I know we are under a code of silence per Cameo, but I want you to know I understand your position.”

	“How can you possibly know?” Barnes sunk heavily into one of the chairs at the conference table and slapped the interview files on the table in front of him.

	“For starters, being the accused ties your hands. You can’t talk to witnesses or you can be charged with witness tampering.”

	“Yup. I tried talking to the dispatcher at the city, but she just said she was told to talk to no one. Men I’ve worked with for years are keeping their distance as if I have a contagious disease.” 

	Robert nodded and said, “All your old investigative tools and resources are no longer at your disposal.” 

	Barnes’ eyes went dark, expressionless. His focus captured an unseen object in front of him. “I was arrested and fingerprinted by my own corrections officer, officially removed from office by the governor, and I had to go before the judge who released me. I have no car, no radio, no office access.”

	“Exactly. As an ABI agent, I was arrested for stealing department funds. I was guilty of stupidity and not following my own rules, but I didn’t do what I was accused of. I never got my day in court because my attorney advised me to make a nolo contendere plea. You and I both know that just because the action means you are not admitting guilt, it still seems that way. But I was in a situation where everything seemed to point to my guilt in taking and using forfeiture funds earmarked for investigations. I couldn’t prove my innocence.”

	Sheriff Barnes stared at Robert. His brows pinched together. “Innocent until proven guilty doesn’t work in this day of newspaper headlines.”

	“Let along television and social media,” Robert said. “Shock-appeal makes the accusation all the more tantalizing news. Many will find it much more interesting to believe you murdered Garrett than not. Just know that I believe you and I believe there is a reason I’m here. Both Jane and I want to help.”

	The sheriff’s eyes captured a glint of light. He locked onto Robert’s gaze. His expression said more than the words he uttered. “Thank you.”

	“You’re welcome. Now let’s get down to work before Cameo reprimands us.”

	The round robin discovery analysis took them almost six hours. Their only break was Pauline gathering and delivering sandwich orders around 12:30 p.m. and a round of coffee at 2:30 p.m. to revive their numbed brains. At 4:00 p.m. they gathered in the conference room with notepads in hand.

	Their work to find a murderer and clear the sheriff had just begun.

	~

	Jane rolled down her window and breathed in the fresh air as she journeyed with Robert back to Pine Bluff. The summer heat had finally yielded to the fall season’s cool air.

	“I love the fall. It seems like autumn vindicates nature for the oppressing heat of summer.”

	“That’s what the sheriff needs. Vindication.”

	“Yup.” Jane patted the case file in her lap. Yesterday’s meeting had left Robert and Jane with a list of people to talk to, statements to take, depositions to verify and subpoenas to serve. 

	“A murder investigation. This is exciting.”

	“It will be if we can expose the guilty party. We don’t carry the weight of sworn officers.”

	“What about Jessica Fletcher? She’s a retired teacher and writer and solves murder cases all the time.”

	Robert took his eyes of the road long enough to roll them in her direction. “You do know that’s fiction?”

	“Sure. But she represents what a teacher can do.” Jane returned his eye roll with a fake pout.

	“She was a high school teacher. You taught kindergarten.” He smirked this time.

	“Hey. Like I don’t have grown-up skills? I’d like to see you handle a classroom of twenty-five five-year-olds and get them all to focus on the same thing at the same time.”

	Robert laughed. “Point taken. I’d rather take my chances looking under rocks for varmints in Pine Bluff. If you can come up with ways to handle twenty-five rambunctious youngsters, maybe there’s hope that we can pool our know-how to find one unscrupulous culprit.”

	Jane rubbed her hands together. “I’d like nothing better.” The sheriff charged with murder was way more serious than discovering who stuck gum in her desk chair at school. She was up for the challenge, especially after Evan’s disbelieving reaction to her working as an investigator.

	“I’m starting to memorize the bumps in the road to Pine Bluff,” Jane said. 

	“At least we won’t be on the road as often staying at Uncle Jim’s.”

	“I noticed the guest cottage by the pond when you drained the water lines. I appreciate your uncle letting me stay there.”

	“Uncle Jim wants us to help the sheriff and his offer will give us more investigative time. I want to go to the gun shop in the general store before it closes and try to talk to Chad. Read off the names of others on our list.”

	Opening the file folder, Jane pulled out some of the papers. “I’ve organized the subpoenas alphabetically. Shall I list the subjects to be interviewed in any particular order?” 

	“Maybe in a perfect world. But experience tells me we will have to talk to who we can whenever the situation presents itself. Read off the names so I can visualize the questions to ask each person.”

	“Okay. Key subjects to interview are: Rad Raffield- first on murder scene; Nancy Weigel- police department dispatcher, last one to have contact with Garrett; clerk at Jiffy Store the sheriff went to the morning of murder, Chad Smithley- who cleaned the sheriff’s gun; Frank Schumann- general store owner, Martha Garrett- Joe Garrett’s mother, Rose Farnsworth Garrett- Joe Garrett’s ex-wife, Tammi Garrett- Joe Garrett’s widow. Cameo wants you to be sure to ask the wives if they know of anyone with a grudge or who threatened Garrett. I added Willa to the list to see if she could help arrange a meeting with Martha.”  

	 “Good idea,” Robert said. “Sounds like we have our work cut out for us.”

	Jane let out a whistle as they pulled into town. “The fall festival truly ushered in autumn in downtown Pine Bluff.” 

	 Displays of haystacks, scarecrows, pumpkins of various sizes and dried corn graced the four corners of the downtown park.

	Robert parked in front of the general store, fed the meter and as they approached the entrance, the sound of “Autumn Leaves” by Nat King Cole played softly over speakers in the eaves.

	“Hand-painted leaves on the store windows, a wagon filled with hay bales and overflowing with pumpkins and autumn music to top it off.” Jane nudged Robert with her elbow. “Now show me some over-the-top investigator work.” 

	~

	“I need to teach you the definition of battery,” Robert said, rubbing his arm. He had not been sure if taking Jane on as an intern would work. She had a lot to learn but he still enjoyed having her around.

	The general store smelled of cinnamon and apples. Seasonal aprons, hand towels and glasses were featured items near the front door.

	“Should I stay with you or play the part of customer?”

	“You look around. I’ll see if Chad will talk to me.”

	 In the gun store, a chandelier made of deer antlers was draped in flashing orange pumpkin lights.  A rifle with the handle decorated in green and brown camouflage was adorned with a cluster of dried cob corn and hung over the Gun Cleaning and Repair sign.

	When Robert walked into the gun shop section, an uneasy, hard-to-define feeling prodded him. The hometown-friendly feeling this store used to evoke was somehow missing.

	Chad stood underneath the sign, cleaning a rifle broken down into parts. Behind him was a stack of boxes like the ones they had seen off-loaded at the farm.

	“Looks like the hunters have you gearing up for hunting season,” Robert said.

	Chad looked up and showed no particular reaction. Maybe it was his attitude that was the problem. Most would give a smile of recognition, but he just glanced up and continued working.

	Robert tried again. “Looks like you have a new shipment of rifles.” 

	“They come. They go.”

	“I might be interested. Can I look at one?”

	The hesitation was barely discernible, but he did hesitate. “Nope. Those are all spoken for.”

	“Oh well, I probably better stick to what I have. Did the army teach you to break down your rifle?”

	“Yeah. Blindfolded.”

	Chad was loosening. Robert said, “I can break down a gun to clean it but repairing I never learned.”

	“The army sent me to a school. Gun cleaning and repair is all I’ve done since.”

	“I’ll bring my rifle in for you to check out in case I do a little hunting this year.”

	“How long would it take to get my rifle back if I brought it to you at the beginning of next week?”

	“About a week.”

	“How does it work? I bring it in. How do you keep track of it?”

	“We assign a customer number and tag ’em. Customer keeps the stub.” 

	“Then I suppose you have a record book of the numbers. Does that include the number assigned to the sheriff’s gun?”

	Chad wiped the barrel with an oily rag. He held it up to the light, then sighted down the barrel aimed at Robert. “You’re full of questions today.” His gaze zeroed in on Robert a long moment. “Got anymore, you can take ’em to Mr. Schumann.”

	His loosened tongue tightened like a noose. “Thanks. I may just do that. Is he in?”

	Without comment, Chad buzzed Schumann’s office.  “That investigator’s back. Wants to see you. Full of questions. Yeah.”

	In seconds the door to Schumann’s office opened and he entered the room smile first. Robert could see the silhouette of someone moving toward the back door.

	“Well, back again. You can take the boy out of Pine Bluff, but can’t take Pine Bluff out of the boy, right?” He chuckled at his humor, patted Robert on the back and nodded a friendly ‘hi’ to Jane, who had joined them. 

	“You said if you could ever be of help...”

	“Absolutely. Step into my office.” Schumann moved for Robert and Jane to enter. “What can I do for you?” 

	Through the back window of the office, Robert caught a glimpse of Rad Raffield. 

	“I’m working for Cameo Clark who is representing Sheriff Barnes.”

	“Good, good. He needs some good representation by the looks of things.”

	“I understand his gun was in here prior to Garrett’s murder. I was checking on the procedure used for tracking guns that come in.”

	“A state investigator requisitioned that information. You should be able to obtain what you need from his report.” 

	“Right, but it helps to get information in person.”

	“I’m afraid they cautioned me not to talk about any of this.”

	“That’s normal procedure, but you have the right to talk to anyone you want.”

	“I’d like to help but ...” he shrugged his shoulders and held out his hands as though he were powerless. 

	Robert looked at Jane and gave her a nod. She pulled a paper from her folder and handed it to Robert. He, in turn, deposited the subpoena for deposition in one of Schumann’s outstretched hands.  “If you really want to help, this will give you the opportunity.” 

	Schumann’s smile turned to a frown.

	Outside Schumann’s office, Robert left a subpoena for Chad. He would have the same opportunity to be of assistance, like it or not.

	 

	 

	It was nearing 6:00 p.m. and evening shadows had changed the appearance of the green pines to black. A brisk breeze deepened the chill in the air as Robert and Jane drove to the Grey property. 

	“What do you make of that episode with Schumann?” Jane asked.

	“Evasiveness cloaked in helpfulness.” 

	“There’s something about Schumann,” Jane said. “He is slick. Or is it oily? Like a snake oil salesman in an old western movie.”

	“He’s one of those who supports the man who has the influence. Sheriff Barnes doesn’t fit that description anymore.”

	“I guess it makes sense. It stinks, but it makes sense.”  

	 Robert turned onto Summerfield Road, passing by the wayside park and the Schumann farm. 

	“David and Goliath.” 

	Jane’s comment struck Robert as strange. “What?”

	“God showed me something this morning in my quiet time. Now I think I understand.” Robert turned on his headlights to pierce the darkness. “Fill me in.”

	“The Goliath we are up against is Schumann’s money and pull along with the state and all its resources.”

	“Who is David?”

	“Grey Investigations.”

	 

	 


 

	Chapter15

	 

	The Pine County Sheriff’s Office looked much the same as it had a few weeks ago except for the sign over Sheriff Barnes’ office. The new sign read Sheriff Rad Raffield.  The office door was closed.  It struck Robert as interesting that a special sign had been made for the interim job. 

	Cherry finished a phone conversation and smiled. “Hello again. How can I help you two?”

	“Is Sheriff Raffield in? I’d like to talk to him,” Robert said.

	“Sheriff Raffield,” Cherry repeated quietly. “I’m having trouble saying that. Sheriff just doesn’t go with Raffield, if you know what I mean.” She kept talking while she rang Raffield’s office. “This is just all very difficult ... Rad, remember Mr. Grey and his assistant? They’re out here and would like to see you. Right. Okay.”

	“Rad said he was in the middle of something and he’d see you shortly.”

	“Cherry, is it all right to use your first name?”

	“Sure.”

	“I’m Robert and this is Jane, so we can all be on a first name basis.” They all smiled at each other through the glass partition. “You are in a position to hear a lot of scuttlebutt. Anything you’ve heard on this case that you can tell us?”

	She thought a moment. “I really don’t know anything other than what I’ve heard. I can tell you this, I don’t believe for one-minute that Sheriff Barnes killed Joe.”

	“How long have you worked for the sheriff?”

	“Eleven years. 

	“Did you ever have occasion to hear the sheriff threaten Garrett?”

	“Not directly.”

	“Indirectly?”

	“Well ... I ... I don’t want to hurt the sheriff.”

	“What we need is the truth. We believe the sheriff is innocent, but we need to know all the facts to be able to help him.” Robert handed Jane his pocket notepad and pen, indicating he wanted her to write down anything Cherry might share.

	Cherry bit at her lower lip. “I just heard him say he’d like to see Garrett out of his hair, permanently. But I don’t think he meant anything by it.” 

	“I see. If you think of anything else, let us know.”

	 The door to the sheriff’s office opened. Raffield stepped out and closed the door behind him. Apparently, he was anticipating a short talk. Jane and Robert joined him in the hallway. The sign, declaring who he was, dangled above their heads.

	“Something I can help you with?” Raffield said.

	“We are working for Sheriff Barnes’ attorney in the murder case.”

	“I know.” His reply was abrupt.

	“I wanted to talk to you since you discovered the murder victim.”

	“Look. You know the routine. I’ve given my statement, which is everything I know, and you can get it in discovery.”

	“I understand, but I’d like to clarify a few things ...”

	 Raffield shook his head, “Not without a subpoena.”

	Robert looked to Jane.  She pulled out the subpoena for deposition prepared before they left Mobile. “If you prefer,” Robert said handing him the paper. “And here’s my card in case you do think of anything you can tell me.”

	Raffield didn’t hide the fact that he was annoyed but took the paper and the card. “You know how it is.” His tone changed to apologetic. “We aren’t supposed to talk about this. I’m just trying to—”

	“No problem.”  Robert opted to end his misery.  He touched Jane’s elbow to signal their departure and left him standing with the subpoena. “Thank you for your time.”

	As they walked back to the reception area, Raffield’s office door thudded closed. 

	“Psst.” 

	The sound came from the glass enclosure window. Jane picked up a folded piece of paper Cherry slid under the window. 

	When they were outside, she opened the note and both read:

	Please call me at 619-4424 after 6:00 p.m.

	 

	The police department for Pine Bluff was a small one-room building situated three blocks from the courthouse on west Main Street. Seated at a desk with a police radio and headphones, was the dispatcher/secretary, Ms. Nancy Weigel, according to the statement taken by the state. 

	“Good morning. Ms. Weigel?” Robert asked.

	“Yes. Can I help you?” 

	Robert made the introductions and explained he had some additional questions regarding her statement in the Garrett murder case.

	Ms. Weigel smiled pleasantly but shook her head. “I was advised if anyone wanted to discuss the case, it would be best not to.”

	“That is a routine caution. We’re here to clarify a few points. It’s easier than being deposed with both attorneys quizzing you.”

	The dispatcher received a call.

	“Three, 10-6 at 610 Willow Street.”

	“10-6,” she repeated and noted the time in a logbook. “Listen, I think it’s best I just wait.”

	“That’s okay,” Robert said. Jane handed him a paper. “Here’s a subpoena prepared for you.”

	Ms. Weigel took the paper and read it. When she came to the date, she shook her head. “November 5. That’s a terrible time. I’m taking my kids to Disney World. It’s been planned for months.” 

	“The judge expects plans to change when murder is involved.”

	“If I talk to you now, do I still have to go to this?”

	“I can probably get you excused.”

	She bit at her lower lip, hesitated a moment then said, “What do you need to know?”

	“If you don’t mind, go over the sequence of events as you recall them on the morning of September twenty-sixth.”

	“All I can tell you is what I already told the state agent.” Ms. Weigel shrugged her shoulders as if to say there was no real reason she shouldn’t tell what she knew. “The chief signed on 10-8, that’s in service, at 8:00 a.m. that Sunday morning. He was 10-6,” she looked to Robert then to Jane taking notes. “Do you know the ten signals?”

	Robert smiled and nodded. “He was out of service subject to call?”

	“Right.”

	“Go ahead.”

	“Let me see... he was 10-6 at the Roadside Café around nine o’clock, a few minutes more or less, I can’t remember exactly. You should have it in my statement though.”
“That’s fine.  It’s helpful to hear what you remember,” Robert said. 

	“Okay. Well, he signed back on 10-8 about ten-fifteen and that’s the last I heard from him.” 

	 The police radio sounded. “Three, 10-8.”

	 “10-8, three.” Nancy logged in the time into her logbook. She used her pen to point at the log entry and said, “We always monitor our policemen on duty. If we haven’t heard from them in 45 minutes to an hour or so, we check,” she said pointing to the radio equipment.

	“I tried to raise him and got no response. Called his cell, it went to voice mail. Then I got a complaint call from Berwin Register asking why the city was working traffic out in the county. He said there was a police car sitting at the wayside park on Summerfield Road.” 

	Ms. Weigel’s voice caught. She cleared her throat and continued, “Our other patrolman on duty was tied up with a call, so I notified the sheriff’s office.”

	“Is it normal to call the sheriff’s office?”

	“Yes. We’ve always had a policy to help each other if back-up is needed. I talked to Inez in dispatch and she said she’d send someone.”

	“Do you know who Inez contacted?” Robert asked.

	“Well, no ... but it must have been around one o’clock when I got word the chief was found at the wayside park, shot.”

	 “Who notified you?” Robert asked.

	 “Investigator Raffield.”

	 “Was the Roadside Café a usual stop for Chief Garrett?” 

	 “Pretty much for him and the other patrolmen. The breakfast is popular there.  The chief hadn’t signed out there in a long time though.”

	  “How long would you say since he had signed out at the Roadside Café?”

	“I’d have to pull the old logs for that, but several months anyhow.”

	“He was there for about an hour. Is that usual?”

	“No, I’d say thirty minutes was more usual. I’ve got the current book right here.”

	The dispatcher may have become helpful because she didn’t want to change her Disney plans, or she was lapsing into her southern hospitable norm.

	 She leafed through her logbook and said, “Here it is. The chief signed out 10-6 at 9:02. He signed back in service at 10:14.”

	“So that’s over an hour,” Robert said. “And you think 30 minutes is more usual?”

	“I’d say so.”

	“Would you mind giving me a taped statement, so you won’t have to worry about the deposition?”

	Ms. Weigel gladly agreed. Robert set a microcassette tape recorder on the counter and went through the questions and responses again.

	Returning to the truck, Jane labeled and dated the cassette tape. “For someone who didn’t want to talk, she said an awful lot.” 

	~

	 The Roadside Café was well-named. The building sat near the off-ramp alongside the road between Pine Bluff and I-10. Jane and Robert seated themselves in a booth with red vinyl-covered bench seats. The waitress automatically brought two waters and menus.

	  “Afternoon. My name’s Vera and I’ll be takin’ care of you folks.” They settled on the Roadside special—a burger and fries. 

	  Even though Jane agreed on the order, she complained. “I should watch my fat calories.” 

	 Robert rested his elbows on the table and leaned forward. “I’d rather eat them than watch them. Besides, we need to blend in.”

	“Blending won’t last long when you start asking questions.”

	“We’ll call it rapport building then.”

	“Fine. Extra laps around your Uncle Jim’s cottage for me tonight.”

	They were finishing lunch when Vera stopped by their table with a pitcher of tea in one hand and a pot of coffee in the other. “How we doin’ here?”

	“Fine. Coffee would be nice.” Robert said.

	Vera gave them an ‘I know how to take care of that smile’ and said, “Be right back with two cups.”

	It was the end of the lunch rush. There was only one customer at the counter nursing a cup of coffee and talking to the short-order cook.

	“Creamer and sugar is on the table if you need it.” Anything else?”

	 “We’re good, but I do have a question, Vera.” Robert said.

	“Ask away,” Vera said helping herself to the booth seat next to Jane. “I could use a break.”

	“Did you know Chief of Police Garrett?”

	“Yes sir,” she responded slowly as if needing to stay on her guard.

	 “Were you working here the morning of September the twenty-sixth?” 

	“The day he was killed?” 

	Robert nodded.

	“Yeah, sure was. That was an awful thing. Makes you think. Never know when you might take your last breath. No guarantees for tomorrow. No siree. If the good Lord’s ready for ya’, you’re a goner.”

	Robert nodded in agreement. “Was he a regular customer?”

	“Used to come in at least once a week, I’d say, but it’d been a long time.”

	“This was the last place the chief was known to be before he was found at the wayside park. Did you notice anything unusual that morning?” Robert asked.

	“Actually, I’ve put some thought to that. That other investigator asked me what he did that morning. I told him he ordered what he used to order. Two eggs over light, hash browns—he wasn’t one for grits—toast, orange juice and coffee. He read the morning newspaper. Spoke to a couple of customers. You know. His ex came in and they talked for a while.”

	“His ex-wife?” 

	“Right. Rose. When they were married, they’d come in for breakfast together sometimes.”

	“Did they appear to meet for breakfast, or did she just happen in?”

	“Not sure. She came in and he invited her to sit with him.”

	“Did she eat breakfast?”

	“No, just coffee.”

	“But she sat down and talked. About how long?

	 Vera tapped her fingers against the table as if it helped her think more clearly. “Oh … maybe twenty or thirty minutes.”

	“So you would say it was definitely more than a brief. ‘Hello. How are you’?” 

	“Right … right. They talked a little while.” 

	“What was their attitude?”

	“What do you mean?”

	“Between Chief Garrett and his ex-wife.  Were they happy, smiling, worried, serious, casual?”

	Vera cocked her head to the right and closed her eyes a moment. “Well I was busy with other customers you understand, but I’d have to say kind of solemn or serious. They weren’t laughing or smiling or anything."

	“Was that different? What were they normally like when they came here?”

	“Friendly, I guess. But seein’ how they were divorced, they were probably actin’ normal.” Vera raised and lowered her shoulders and seemed pleased with her assessment.

	“Did they leave together?”

	“No, I think she left first. He got a call and was talking about the time she left. He stayed behind and paid the ticket and then left.” Vera shook her head from side to side, “Who’d have thought it’d be for the last time.” 

	“Do you know about what time it was when he got that call?”

	“No, but it was right before he paid his ticket. The investigator got a copy of the ticket he paid that day. Our tickets ring up with the time on it.” She spoke with a tone of confidence and seemed to enjoy being part of an investigation.

	Robert made a mental note to check the time stamp on the Roadside Café ticket in the discovery notes and to re-read Rose and Vera’s statements. 

	“You’ve been very helpful Vera. Can we get a warmup?” 

	“Sure can. Comin’ right up.”  She gave them each a refill, then hurried to take care of a new customer.

	“So, his ex-wife is the reason he was in here longer than usual that morning.” Jane said. “What do you suppose that means?”

	“It’s another piece to the puzzle and may mean absolutely nothing.”

	 

	 


 

	Chapter16

	 

	Robert pulled in front of the neat blue and white trailer situated on a clay road not far from the Jiffy Store. The clerk on duty was kind enough to contact Shenika Lewis and she agreed to an interview at her home.

	Jane opened her door and jumped when a pit bull charged from under the front porch, woofing with serious, slobbery barks. She was still in the safety of the truck, but her pulse ratcheted upward.

	Robert turned to her. “You want to handle this interview?” 

	“Are you …” She turned to him. “You’re smirking,” Jane huffed and clutched her arms to her middle. “Nope. Your lead.”

	“Calm down, Boo,” came the voice of a young woman who opened the front door. “You can get out. He’s on a chain ...”

	 Jane pushed her door open and took a step toward the porch. The dog lunged, mouth wide, teeth pointy. He missed her by inches. 

	“ … but you have to come up the stairs on the other side.” 

	“A little late on her advice,” Jane muttered and circled behind the truck to find Robert still smirking. 

	“Ready?” 

	“I’m not ready to get eaten,” Jane said in a hoarse whisper.

	“All part of being an investigator.” He grinned then put on his professional face and led the way up the safe set of stairs. 

	 “Boo is really sweet. He just acts mean.”

	“Fooled me,” Jane said. “Your dog is a fine actor.”

	Shenika offered a broad smile. She was probably nineteen or twenty, short, five feet was stretching it, thin, 90 pounds max, with jet black curly hair accenting a dark chocolate-colored face and dark brown eyes. 

	“Thank you for seeing us on short notice,” Robert said. 

	Shenika invited them into a tidy living area. “Have a seat.” She motioned to the couch and sat in a chair opposite them. 

	Had Robert been kidding or serious about her conducting the interview? She pulled out her notepad. In case he was serious, she’d pay careful attention not only to the person being interviewed but to the way Robert conducted the questioning.

	“Lewis.” Robert said. “I went to school with a Max Lewis. Are you related?”

	“Sure am. Max is my uncle—my dad’s younger brother.”

	“He was a tough football player. Flattened me out in a scrimmage game.”

	“Sounds like Uncle Max. He’s coaching now.”

	“Good to hear.”

	Note: Establish common ground with interviewee.

	“Jane and I are working for the sheriff in the murder case brought against him. I read your statement to the state but wanted to ask a few more questions.” 

	“Good. I want to help the sheriff if I can.” She gave a quick nod that made her shiny curls bounce; her eyes shone bright and intense. “I got the impression from the state investigator that all he wanted was something to help convict the sheriff.”

	“Why do you say that?”

	Jane wrote Note: Ask interviewee to expand on their impressions. From the reading of Shenika’s statement, the state investigator who conducted her interview was Thad Eckstrand. 

	“All he wanted was to establish when the sheriff came in, which was documented on the security camera video and time stamp on the register ring-up record.”

	“Was there anything else you think they should have looked at?”

	“Yeah. I spent a lot of time looking at the store video from that morning and made a copy of it. Since the video doesn’t show the end of the building where the pay phone is, they said they wouldn’t need it. It just seems they weren’t very thorough.”

	“Do you still have the video copy?”

	 “Sure do.” Shenika seemed pleased that her efforts might be appreciated by someone. “It’s pretty boring to watch, but you can see cars coming and going. The camera is set for viewing the gas tanks, to catch drive-offs and the front entrance.”  

	“You mention in your statement that you aren’t able to see who uses the pay phone.”

	 “No. If someone just comes to use the phone, they generally pull up next to the phone. When they do that, the camera and I won’t see them at all.”

	 Shenika was sensible. Jane wrote. Note: give interviewee full attention and time to expand on questions.

	 “Does the video show vehicles that could have pulled up to the phone?” Robert asked. 

	She thought a moment, then analyzed out loud. “If they came in on the left, circled around and stopped to use the phone, then the camera would show them leaving or if they pull in and drive straight to the phone, even though you can’t see phone use, the video should still show them leaving out of the right or left drive.”

	“We’d like the video copy and we’ll pay for it.” Robert said.

	Shenika already had the DVD sitting on the table in front of her. “No. No charge. I just hope it helps,” she said handing the disc to Robert. “Sheriff Barnes has always been good to me and my family. It’s crazy to think he’d commit murder.” 

	“We hope to prove just that. Could you see where the sheriff parked when he came to the store?”

	“Just to the left of the front door. You’ll see it on the video.”

	“Could he have used the phone before or after he pulled up front?”

	“That’s what that investigator asked. I told him anything is possible,” she said as if frustrated at the question and response she gave. “But the more I think about it, I don’t think he did.”

	“Why?” 

	 “When you look at the tape, the angle he’s coming in looks like it’s from the highway and when he leaves, he backs out and the angle he’s heading seems to be toward the highway.” Shenika pushed some magazines aside and used the wooden table in front of the couch to draw an imaginary map with her finger. “If he did use the phone, he would have pulled around from the side of the store or circled to the front from the back and would be coming in from an angle closer to the store—you see what I mean?”

	Jane wrote down Shenika’s comments and drew a diagram of the table drawings on her note pad. 

	“I see your point,” Robert said. It’s an interesting idea that we will look at carefully. What do you remember about seeing Sheriff Barnes that morning?”

	“He walked in, picked up some Rolaids and came to the check out. I asked how he was doing, and he said, ‘not so good.’”

	“Did he say it like he felt bad or like he was angry?”

	“That other investigator asked about his attitude. He wasn’t real friendly, but he had those Rolaids and I thought he just wasn’t feeling good.”

	“Did he say anything else?”

	“Not that I recall. I always tell my customers to have a nice day. Not sure he really responded.”

	“Did you notice which way he went when he left?”

	“Not at the time, but the video shows him pulling out and going the same direction as he came in. Like I say,” she motioned with her hands to give a visual aid, “he would have had to make a really awkward turn if he circled back to the phone.”

	Robert asked for a taped statement. She readily agreed and explained on tape again the things they had discussed. He left his card with her and asked her to call in case she thought of anything else that might be helpful.

	Returning to the truck, Robert slapped the seat. “We just obtained proof that the state didn’t do their just diligence. Cameo is going to love Shenika.” 

	Jane made another note: Highlight information the attorney will love.

	~

	“There’s an hour to kill before we contact Cherry Simmons,” Jane said. 

	“We’re close to the downtown park. We can go there to discuss what we’ve gathered so far,” Robert said. “Label and date the cassette tape of Shenika’s interview, will you?”

	Jane completed the simple task which Robert could have easily done himself. Did he really need her help on this case? She had so much to learn and doubted she could pull off anything close to matching his interview technique. 

	Robert parked, circled the truck and opened Jane’s door. “Awesome sunset.” 

	Jane stepped out of the truck and viewed the evening sky ablaze with deep pink and orange hues. “Wow. The pines on the bluff look as if they’re on fire.”

	“Lori would have loved painting this scene.” 

	 “Your wife was an artist?”

	“Yes. And a pretty good one. She enjoyed drawing landmarks around Mobile. That’s how I knew about the historic marker at the Episcopal church downtown.

	“Did she draw that church?”

	Robert nodded and grabbed his jacket. 

	“I’d love to see it.”

	“I can make that happen.” 

	Jane wrapped her sweater tight around her. “It’s chilly but nice out here.”

	They walked to a bench underneath a light. Jane pulled her notepad from her purse. “Would you like to read the case notes?”

	“You go ahead. I’ll listen.” Robert leaned back on the bench and stretched his legs out, crossing his ankles.

	“So far, we’ve talked to Rad Raffield, the dispatcher Nancy Weigel, the Jiffy Store clerk Shenika Lewis, and Chad Smithley. Vera, the waitress wasn’t on the list, so she’s a bonus.”

	“Who does that leave to talk to besides Cherry?”

	Jane looked at her pad and put a dot beside the remaining names. “Garrett’s wives, Tammi and Rose, and Willa.”

	Robert pursed his lips. “Since Willa is friends with Garrett’s mother Martha, she might know something about Joe’s will or if he had one,” Robert said. “Let’s ask Willa to arrange a meeting with Martha.”

	Jane noted his comment and added, “Since Willa knows Rose, maybe she could arrange for us to talk to her also.”

	“I like your train of thought. There is something in Rose’s statement to the state that doesn’t jive with what Vera said. Rose stated she spoke briefly with Garrett at the cafe. She didn’t mention sitting down with him and his receiving a phone call.” 

	“True but Vera did say Chief Garrett was talking on the phone as Rose was leaving, maybe she didn’t know about the phone call.”

	“Make a note to check the times of both the restaurant ticket and Garrett’s cell phone call record.” Robert massaged his bearded chin, “The call he got at the restaurant could be the one he received from the Jiffy Store.” He tapped Jane’s list of subjects. “To solve a murder, we need to think about motive.”

	“Rose had motive, the woman scorned,” Jane said.

	“But would she risk her reputation?” Robert countered. “There’s always the current wife to consider. Was there a will and did she stand to gain anything from Garrett’s death? She seemed stressed and unhappy whenever we saw her.”

	 “What about Rad Raffield?  Jane poked the notepad with her pencil next to Rad’s name. “Motive, ambition. He’s sheriff now and wasn’t helpful when we talked to him.”

	“Still isn’t,” Robert added. “With Raffield there’s the Schumann connection. Schumann stays politically connected to the one in power—which happens to be Raffield now. He also had access to the sheriff’s gun.”

	“Kill Garrett and frame the sheriff to get in office?” Jane said.

	“A long shot, but possible.”

	“But where does the vote fixing come in? And the push to get Garrett in as sheriff?”

	“Pieces of a puzzle that must be fit together.”

	And Robert was the man with the know-how to fit the pieces together. Was taking notes, handing over subpoenas and labeling cassette tapes really useful? “Robert, do you really need me? I’d like to contribute but the fact is you have the essential facts in your head and statements on tape.” 

	“Ah. But the facts are jumbled in my head. I like having you organize and write down the facts on paper, so the information won’t be lost in said brain.” He tapped the top of his head.

	“You’re sure? You’re not just saying that? ’Cause …”

	“’Cause what?”

	“I got a call from Evan Armstrong, my assistant principal. He says a teaching job is coming open and asked me to come back.”

	Robert straightened. “I don’t want to interfere with your career. Do you want to go back?” 

	“That’s just it.” Jane scrunched her face. “I don’t want to go back. Not yet anyhow. I had asked for this school year off, to deal with my mother’s affairs. But if I’m not any benefit to you, I’ll go back to teaching the alphabet and lining students up for lunch.”

	Robert pressed his hands to his thighs. “You want me to level with you?”

	“Of course.”

	“If it weren’t for you, I’d have probably closed the agency by now.”
“Why?” 

	Robert huffed a sigh. “I wasn’t sure the PI agency was the direction for me, especially after the way I left the bureau with a cloud over my head about the misuse of funds. I’ve always liked helping people but there are other ways to do that. I prayed but got nothing definitive.” He clasped his hands. “Then when you came along everything started to gel. Having you around, everyday with your enthusiasm has motivated me.” 

	“I confess I thrive on learning and research,” Jane patted her notepad. “And this murder case is like one giant research project.” 

	“So, are we agreed that we’re helping each other?”

	Jane turned to face him. “Agreed.”

	Robert held up the palm of his hand for a high-five. Jane slapped his hand and made a fist. “My kindergarteners would want to add a fist bump.” 

	Robert obliged touching his fist to hers. 

	~

	The Simmons home was a long ranch-style house of red brick. After calling Cherry, she had agreed to talk to Robert and Jane at her home.

	Robert pulled into the circular drive and thrust the gear into park. “Nice place.” 

	“I wonder if there’s a dog,” Jane said.

	“Likely.”

	“I’m beginning to see that one thing to count on in investigations is don’t count on anything. At school, bells ring at regular times signaling certain things to happen in a repeated routine. In PI work, no day is the same, let alone the people.”

	“You’re catching on.” Robert got out and opened Jane’s door. “I want you to conduct the interview this time.”

	 Jane’s eyes opened wide. “I … don’t—”

	“You’ll do fine. Come on.”

	Robert rang the doorbell and stepped behind Jane, nudging her forward. A dog barked inside, and the yapping increased in volume. Jane craned her neck and gave Robert an evil eye. 

	The door opened and a fuzzy Pomeranian ran out and greeted Jane with its puffy tail wagging. 

	“Gigi loves everyone.” Cherry said.

	 Jane stooped to pet the dog. “Hi Gigi. I like you.” Jane reached in her purse and pulled out a dog treat for Cherry to inspect. “May she have a dog biscuit?” 

	“Sure. She adores treats and those who hand them out.”

	Jane made eye contact with Robert while Gigi crunched on the biscuit. “Now this is my kind of dog.”

	“I see.” Lugging around dog treats in her purse had finally come in handy. 

	“Come in.” Cherry directed them into a formal living room. “Coffee?”

	They both accepted the offer. With Cherry out of the room Robert noticed Jane’s hands trembled when she pulled out her pen and notepad. 
“You’re doing well. You already established common interest with the dog. What will your first question be?”

	“She asked us to call her, so … “What did you want to tell us?”

	“Good. The important thing is to get the interviewee talking and nudge them back on track if they veer off the topic too much.”

	“Got it.” 

	Robert’s objective was to help Jane relax. Since Cherry invited them, this interview should help Jane gain confidence.

	 “Thank you for coming out,” Cherry said, returning with a tray of steaming mugs and sugar and creamer. “It’s difficult to talk at the sheriff’s office. Hard to tell who is friend or foe, if you know what I mean. Help yourself.”

	Robert handed a cup to Jane then sat back in his chair with a slight nod letting Jane know he wanted her to take over.

	Jane cleared her throat. “You had something you wanted to talk to us about?”

	 “I don’t know if I can be of help, but things look bad for the sheriff.”

	 “Is there something you can tell us that might help?” Jane asked.

	 “His gun,” Cherry said, clasping her hands together. “So much has been made that Chief Garrett was shot with the sheriff’s gun.”

	“It is a pretty incriminating piece of evidence,” Jane said and cut her eyes to Robert. He returned a quick nod to let her know her remark was appropriate.

	“The thing is, the sheriff has two guns.”

	“Were both guns .38s?” Jane asked. Robert gave her a “good question” nod. 

	“The one he keeps in his office is a .45. The .38, that was supposedly used in the shooting, is the one he keeps in his car. It’s a matter of pride for him not to have to carry a gun.” She looked at Robert and then Jane as though she felt guilty about what she was sharing. “He never locks his car.”

	“Who is aware of that?” Jane asked.

	“People in law enforcement generally. Anyone who knows law enforcement people might have heard about his gun habits.”

	 “Wasn’t it a campaign point—not needing to lock doors in his county?” Jane said.

	“Exactly. But in the campaign, he referred to household doors,” she pointed to the front door that they entered and toward a back door they couldn’t see. “He wanted people to feel their community was safe enough not to have to lock their doors. He didn’t really publicize it, but he included his car in that. It may seem irresponsible, but it’s just how he is. I believe the critical element that’s been missed is that anyone could have accessed that gun.” 

	Cherry seemed torn between making the sheriff appear foolish and trying to relate some information that could help him. Jane caught Robert’s eye and pointed to the recorder in his pocket. Robert gave her a thumbs up.

	“Could you give us a statement to that effect?” Jane asked.

	“Sure. Rad should give you one too.”

	“He’s not being very cooperative right now, but we gave him a subpoena for a deposition,” Robert said.

	“That doesn’t surprise me. I think he’s enjoying being sheriff too much.”

	After Cherry gave a taped statement, Jane said, “The day of the recount, Sheriff Barnes asked Raffield to pick up his gun from the gun shop, and we were with the sheriff when Raffield came by the diner to say he put it in his car.”

	“I wonder if that’s true.” Cherry pursed her lips. “I probably shouldn’t think that way, but things are so topsy-turvy until it makes me wonder.”

	Robert pocketed his microcassette recorder, handed the tape to Jane and stood. “Assuming Raffield put the .38 in his car, it’s important for us to know the exact locations of the sheriff’s car from that point until the time of the shooting. Can you obtain a copy of the sheriff’s office log sheets for the Friday and Saturday before the murder? We already have a copy of the log on Sunday.”

	 “It will be my privilege,” she said emphatically, “and I don’t think Rad needs to know about it.” 

	The doorbell rang. Gigi tore off the couch and ran yapping to the door. 

	“It’s time we were leaving,” Robert said. “Thank you for your help.” Robert and Jane followed behind Cherry.

	“Okay Gigi that’s enough.” Cherry picked up the dog and opened the door.

	Rad Radcliff stood on the other side.

	 

	 


 

	Chapter 17

	 

	On Uncle Jim’s back porch, Robert had finished his morning devotion and closed his eyes to relive the scene at Cherry’s front door the night before.

	 Jane hadn’t missed a beat. “Sheriff Radcliff your ears must be burning,” Jane had said. “Cherry told us you were considering a K-9 unit, which led to her telling us about Gigi.” Jane tousled the hair on Gigi’s head. “She may not be K-9 material, but I had a Pomeranian when I was little. I talked Robert into letting me come see her.” 

	Jane had passed Investigator Cover Up 101 with distinction and Robert had gained a new appreciation for her.

	He opened his eyes to continue his interlude with nature. The October morning had dawned crisp and clear, refreshing his spirit. He enjoyed the view colored by the trees that had begun to morph from green to yellows and reds reflected in the pond. His gaze shifted to Jane sitting on the cottage front porch that faced the pond.

	Reading Scripture and having quiet time to start the day was an activity they shared in common ever since one lady in the family support group shared what it had meant to her.

	Jane rose from the rocking chair, stepped off the porch and started walking toward the house. Robert knew she’d be ready for coffee. He went in the kitchen with his devotional materials, poured a cup and met her on the back porch with a steaming mug.

	“You read my mind.”

	“I’m a good detective.” He handed her the coffee. “This cup is made for you. Am I right?”

	Jane read the inscription. “A good teacher must know the rules; a good pupil, the exceptions.” She frowned. “Am I a good teacher or pupil?”

	“You are good with rules but after your performance with Gigi last night, I’d say you’re a great pupil.”

	Jane’s eyes sparkled. “Coming from you, my teacher of rules, that means a lot.” She sipped her coffee and nodded toward his devotional. “Speaking of … what did you learn from your devotion reading this morning?”

	 “I read a Scripture I believe the sheriff could learn from in Psalms, but I don’t know how receptive he’d be.” 

	“If a Scripture is meant for a person the right time will present itself.” 

	“Good advice. I’ll squirrel this one away for the right time.” He scribbled the Scripture on a note card and slipped it in his shirt pocket.

	“I talked to Cameo this morning. She gave us marching orders. I let her know that we need a request for the gun repair records and the Pine Bluff Police Department radio logs since the beginning of the year. Never know what they might reveal about Garrett’s habits.”

	Jane set her coffee on the kitchen counter and slid onto a bar stool. “What are our marching orders?” 

	“She wants us to examine the video from the Jiffy Store carefully—vehicle descriptions, tag numbers, times of entry and exit and to run the tags. Also, she wants a sworn statement from Vera. And of course, to talk to Tammi, Rose and Martha.” 

	A grin spread over Jane’s face. “Which means we need to see cousin Willa?”

	~

	The sweet aroma of baked goods escaped when Willa opened her front door. The delicious smells made Robert’s mouth water. His dad’s cousin wore an apron with a dab of flour decorating her forehead. “Land sakes. Come in, come in.”

	“The smell drew us.” Jane said. “What are you baking?”

	“Turnovers. I’m using some of last summer’s blueberries. Sit. I’ll put on coffee.”

	They took seats at the kitchen table littered with a floured board, rolling pin, measuring cups, spoons, and bowls.

	“This brings back memories. Willa’s parents were my great aunt and uncle.” Robert said to Jane, “and I used to love to visit their house because they always had something good cooking in the kitchen.”

	“That’s right,” Willa said. “That’s probably why I get the urge to cook on these chilly days. Baking is a delicious way to warm the house. She gathered dirty dishes, put them in the sink and wiped the counters as she spoke. “How are things going with the investigation?”

	“You heard we were working the sheriff’s case?” Robert asked.

	“Sure. You know how news travels around here.” She dried her hands on a kitchen towel and joined them at the table. 

	“What exactly are you hearing?’ Robert asked.

	“After the sheriff was indicted, a lot of people have taken it for granted that he killed Joe,” Willa shook her head. “Doesn’t look too good for the sheriff, does it?”

	  Jane leaned forward. “Does anybody remember, innocent until proven guilty?” 

	“Do you think he’s innocent?”

	“I do,” Jane said, “and so does Robert.” He nodded in agreement.

	“In my heart of hearts, I do too,” Willa said with elbows on the table and fists under her chin, “but the evidence ...”

	“Remember, it’s circumstantial,” Robert said cutting his eyes to Jane who tilted her head and smirked at him. “Our job is to explain those circumstances and find out the real truth.”

	The buzzer on the stove sounded. Willa grabbed potholders and pulled golden brown pastries from the oven. “I’d like to see the sheriff cleared, but it’s all so awkward.” 

	Jane helped Willa with coffee and plates while Willa talked. “Poor Martha has already lost her husband and now her son is dead. She told me Joe had no will or life insurance. Only burial money through the police department. It’s tragic.”

	“What’s more tragic, is to charge the wrong person with the crime. Do you think Martha would talk to us?” Robert asked.

	“I don’t know.” She put her hand on her chest. “Do you really think someone else could have done it?”

	“We have some leads and need your help.”

	She sat down and pressed against the table with her elbows. “What can I do?”

	Robert knew the key to obtaining interviews with potentially hostile witnesses was to somehow gain their trust. In this case Willa could provide that valuable friendly link.

	“Use your connections to get us an interview with Garrett’s mother, Martha and his ex-wife. They might know of someone who disliked Joe, threatened him, or could possibly benefit from his death.”

	“I’ll see Martha at church tomorrow night. I’ll have to feel her out about talking with you.” 

	“It must be painful for her.” Jane said, “Let her know we understand.”

	“I will.” She smiled at Jane then gave a puzzled look to Robert. “You want to talk to Rose too?” 

	“Yes. She might shed some light on possible enemies.”

	“If she could, I believe she would. Even though Joe left her, I’ve been amazed at her forgiving attitude.” Willa went to her phone stand in the living room. Jane tackled kitchen clean up and Robert joined her in the nice gesture. 

	“We’re on the library board together,” Willa called out. “I’ve got her cell phone number here somewhere.” The sound of rustling papers could be heard. “Found it,” she said, “what should I tell her if I reach her?”

	“Let her know we’d like to ask her a few questions. If she’ll name the time and place, we’ll be there,” Robert said.

	They could hear Willa talking as they dried the last of the dishes.

	Willa returned. “You two work fast. Rose said she already talked to the state people and didn’t know if she should talk to you.”

	 “I appreciate you trying anyhow.” Robert said.

	“Let me finish. I have my ways.” She lifted her chin. “I offered turnovers. She’s on her way.” 

	 

	 


 

	Chapter 18

	 

	Rose was personable but reserved. Robert estimated her to be thirty-nine or forty, closer to Joe Garrett’s age. Her manicured hair probably saw the hairdresser weekly. Her fitted blouse and slacks accentuated a slim figure. Tammi was probably ten to fifteen years younger. 

	They regrouped at Willa’s kitchen table with more coffee and turnovers. “Investigation sacrifice,” Robert whispered to Jane.

	Willa helped take the uncomfortable edge off the visit by getting updates from Rose on the upcoming literary competition for 4th graders. 

	“I read about the contest at the festival.” Jane said. “The topic is Pine Bluff history?”

	Rose sipped her coffee and nodded. “We hope to get the children interested in not only reading, but research.” She turned her attention to Robert. “When Willa called, she said you had some questions for me. I don’t know what I can contribute.”

	“We appreciate you taking time for us,” Robert said. “I know you’ve had to deal with the state’s questions, but I wondered if you might know of anyone, besides the sheriff who would have had reason to want your former husband dead?” 

	A bit of a frown creased her forehead. “Like I told the state investigator, I can’t think of anyone, unless it’s someone he put in jail.”

	“Did he ever mention being threatened by someone he arrested?”

	“Maybe, but I don’t know any names or specifics.”

	“What did you discuss with Joe at the café on the morning of his murder?” 

	The question seemed to take her off guard. “I ... I just happened to see him, and he invited me to join him. Really I think that’s hardly any of your business.” She slid her chair back preparing to leave. “Willa thank you for the coffee and pastry, but I really must be going.”

	“Please,” Robert said. “I don’t want to make you feel uncomfortable, but Vera at the Roadside Café mentioned that you sat at his table for a while that morning and your conversation seemed solemn or serious. Was he worried about anything or did he make any remarks that could help shed light on what happened?”

	She paused and chose her words carefully. “Regrets you might say.” Then looking Robert straight in the eyes, she added. “And a concern about getting any cooperation from the sheriff’s office. It was no secret the sheriff resented him.” Her words came at him with a fiery intensity.  “As far as I’m concerned his killer has been arrested,” she said.

	“What about the phone call he received while you were with him?” Robert inserted the question quickly. His opportunity for information was evaporating.

	Rose pushed her chair from the table and stood. Her reserve back intact she said, “l don’t remember anything about a phone call. You should have the statement I gave the state, that’s all I know.” She pulled her keys from her purse, thanked Willa again and left.

	~

	“Regrets,” Jane said.

	 Back on the road, Jane theorized out loud. “Regrets he lost the election? Regrets there were hard feelings between the law enforcement agencies?” 

	“What if the regret was their split up?” Robert said.

	Jane pondered the suggestion. “If that was the regret, who harbored the remorse—her, him or both? The more we get into the search for answers, the more questions come up.”

	“Rule number two: Ask lots of ‘what if’ questions. Questions keep the case elements moving and gradually those of relevance rise to the top like a cork in water.” 

	 “Okay. I’ll keep an eye out for the corks.” Jane checked her watch. “We’re supposed to meet Pauline at the downtown park, like now.” 

	Pauline leaned against her car, arms crossed and tapping her foot when they arrived.

	“Sorry.” Robert said after he parked, and they joined Pauline. 

	“Cameo’s tardiness is rubbing off on you I see.” She scowled at Robert and winked at Jane. “Jane, how is the investigation education coming along? Say …” She grinned. “Investigation education … that rhymes.” 

	Pauline was easy to like. “I’ve learned there are a bunch of rules and I’m only on number two.” Jane handed her the taped interview statements.

	“Afraid you’ll scare her off if you unload all your rules on her at one time?” Pauline asked and handed Jane a large envelope.

	Robert laughed. “Something like that. She doesn’t know it yet but she is about to receive rule number three.”  

	Jane raised her brows. “You just gave me rule two.”

	You get them as you need them. Rule number three is to use the gift of gab. Our next stop is the Downtown Diner. I want you to strike up a conversation with Tammi.”

	Jane’s stomach tightened around Willa’s turnovers. What he was asking her to do was literally the difference between life and death for the sheriff. “Me? Talk to her? But this is serious stuff.”

	“Everything we’re doing is serious. You are here to learn, right?”

	“Right.” Jane’s knees went weak.

	“Join us?” Robert asked Pauline.

	“Thanks, but I have to go. Good luck with rule number three, Jane.” Pauline climbed in her car and pulled away. 

	Robert touched her shoulder. “You’ve got this. You’re good at chit chat. Just be yourself.” 

	“I’ll try.” The words stuck in her throat. “But you take over if I botch things up.” 

	~

	 Mary Lee was working the counter and booths beside the grill station in the Downtown Diner. She brought glasses of water. “You’re the two who worked for that lawyer that helped the sheriff get re-elected. Right?” 

	“Yes, and we’re working for the same lawyer representing the sheriff in the murder case.” Jane said. Should she have said who they were working for? She looked to Robert for reassurance. He offered a barely discernable nod. 

	Mary Lee lifted a brow. “You’ve got your work cut out for you.” She set down the water and slid menus in front of them. “You want breakfast or are you ready for an early lunch?”

	“Not sure yet.” Jane was still full of coffee and pastries. 

	“Take your time. I’ll give you a few.”

	 Jane mustered her courage. “Is Tammi working today?”

	 “No. And I hope she stays out a few more days. All that strain and she kept trying to work.”

	 “Losing her husband must have been an awful shock,” Jane said. 

	 “Terrible, really terrible,” she said, shaking her head. “You might as well have coffee while you decide. She placed mugs on the table and poured the coffee. “Looks bad for the sheriff. But if you ask me, accusing him is a crock.” 

	“Think so?” Jane said.

	“Absolutely. I’ve waited on the man for years. You get to know someone. I can see him being irritated at Joe but murder? No way.”

	“We agree,” Jane said. She forced down a sip of coffee. “We’d like to talk to Tammi. Do you think she’s at home?” 

	“As far as I know. Ernie told her to take the week off.” Mary Lee freshened coffee for another counter customer.

	When she returned Jane waved off her attempt to give her more coffee. “Did Tammi ever mention anyone else that might have been an enemy of her husband’s?”

	Mary Lee thought a moment, “Not really other than the sheriff. But ... the day Joe found out he lost the election, Tammi said he was hot about Mr. Schumann dropping him and buddying up to the sheriff. Joe went and told Schumann off.”

	The sound of the diner door opening caused Mary Lee to look up. “Speak of the devil,” she said in a soft voice.

	Robert and Jane turned to see Frank Schumann coming in the door and walking over to a table on the opposite side of the restaurant.

	 “I don’t know if you would classify Schumann as an enemy,” Mary Lee said, “but Joe was steamed with him.”  

	“That’s politics.” Robert said. “Some businessmen protect their interests by giving support to top candidates in a race. Ensures they have a winner.”

	“Yeah. Tammi said Schumann liked Joe’s ideas for improving the sheriff’s office. I guess he felt betrayed when Schumann came in here congratulating the sheriff like he was a big supporter.”

	“It must be doubly hard for Tammi. Isn’t she expecting a baby?” Jane asked.  

	“She was. Lost the baby.” 

	“I’m sorry to hear that.”

	“Yeah. I tried to help her out some—stoppin’ by her house to check on her. She kept it from Joe for a while because he was so wrapped in that election. She lost the baby, Joe lost the election, then she lost him.  I really feel sorry for her.” She clicked a what-a-shame sound with her tongue.

	 “Where does Tammi live? We’d like to stop by and talk to her,” Jane said.

	“I don’t know if she’ll talk to you, representing the sheriff and all but I’ve been encouraging her to talk about all that’s happened to her. I think she should seek counseling. Between you and me I think that brother of hers is giving her some kind of pain killers.”

	“Who’s her brother?”

	“Chad, Chad Smithley, at the general store. Technically, it’s her stepbrother. Her mom married his dad. Both parents have passed away now.”

	“Chad gave her pills?” Jane asked. 

	“She told me he has in the past. I just assume that’s where she got the ones I saw her taking the other day.”

	“Pills can help some things, but it would be better if she was under a doctor’s care,” Jane said.

	“Agreed. She may not want to talk to you, but you can try.” 

	~

	Following Mary Lee’s directions, Robert and Jane located the yellow brick house on the corner of Main Street and Redbird Lane.  A white Nissan sedan sat in the drive. Flower beds and hedges needed weeding and pruning. Leaves once raked into a pile lay scattered. 

	Jane pointed at the baskets of dead funeral flowers lining the front steps. “Sad reminders of the tragedy that has visited this home.” 

	Several minutes after ringing the doorbell, the door finally opened. Jane was shocked to see the change in Tammi. The lovely girl with shiny golden hair and fair skin had changed to one with unkempt hair that needed washing. Her complexion had taken on a rough, grayed tone. Her eyes were rimmed in pink and watery. Dressed in a stained robe that hung loosely from her stooped shoulders, she held a tissue to her nose.

	“Yes?”

	“Ms. Garrett, I’m Jane Carson and this is Robert Grey. We are private investigators. You waited on us at the diner a few weeks ago.”

	“Oh?”

	 Her response gave the impression that she did not remember them.

	“We’re working on the defense in the case involving your husband’s murder and wondered if we might ask you a few questions.”

	“I see.” She leaned heavily against the door. Standing on her own appeared difficult.

	“Ms. Garrett,” Jane said, “you don’t look well. Can we help—” 

	Tammi’s knees gave way, and she started to sink to the floor. Robert grabbed her and Jane helped him guide her to the couch in the front room. 

	“I’ll get her some water,” Jane said. The kitchen smelled of sour milk. The sink and counters were stacked with unwashed dishes. Carry-out containers and frozen dinner boxes were scattered about. She found a cup in the cupboard, filled it with tap water, and returned to the living room.

	Tammi sat staring at the front door in a daze. There were several pills scattered on the table beside the couch amidst the clutter of magazines, two diet Coke cans and a half-eaten bag of potato chips. She accepted the cup of water from Jane and drank it all, setting the cup beside her on a stack of newspapers. Her gaze seemed to clear.

	“I do remember you. You ordered the special the first time you came in. I try to remember customers’ favorites.” She became animated and talkative.

	“That’s amazing,” Robert said. “I have a hard time remembering what I had for breakfast.”

	“Just takes practice.”

	“I know you’ve been through a difficult time, and we don’t want to add to it,” Jane said.

	“How’s that?”

	“We wanted to talk to you about any enemies your husband might have had. But if now isn’t a good time—”

	“No, no. The quiet is driving me crazy.” She seemed to disconnect from them again and started scratching her arms. “I must be allergic to something.” She shifted again. “You mean enemies besides the sheriff?”

	“Yes. Can you think of anyone who would want him out to the way?” Jane asked.

	 “I already told that other investigator. Frank Schumann didn’t like it when Joe yelled at him after he lost the sheriff’s race. I know Joe could get—” She attacked her legs, scratching till she broke the skin. “This itching is driving me crazy.” 

	Jane shot Robert a worried glance. 

	“You may be having a reaction to those pills you’re taking,” He pointed to the white pills on the table.

	“Yeah.” She sunk back heavily on the couch, dropped her head back and closed her eyes.

	Jane found a clean dish cloth in the kitchen, dampened it and placed it on Tammi’s forehead. “She needs help. What should we do?”

	Robert reached for his phone, but it rang first. “It’s Willa.”

	Jane stroked Tammi’s hand while Robert was on the phone. 

	He filled Jane in when he ended the call.

	“I told Willa about Tammi’s condition and she is going to let Martha know and come over.”

	“Good.” 

	Robert frowned. “That’s not all she said.”

	“So, tell me.”

	“Willa was excited because Martha is the one who contacted her wanting to arrange a meeting with us. It’s something about a dream.” 

	 

	 


 

	Chapter 19

	 

	Willa and Martha arrived at the same time.

	Tammi remained in the same position with her head resting on the back of the couch. Martha went directly to her.

	“How long have you been here?” Willa asked.

	“Probably an hour.” Robert said. “She may need medical attention, but it’s best for family to make that decision. Is there a doctor we could call for you?” he asked Martha.

	Martha shook her head and said, “I really don’t know who she used. It never came up.”Martha lifted Tammi’s arm and patted her hand. “Tammi? Tammi, honey. It’s Mom Garrett. Can you hear me?”

	Tammi’s eyes blinked, then popped open. “Mom?” She was animated for an instant and then focused on Martha. “Oh, Mom Garrett.”

	There was a hint of disappointment in her voice. Robert remembered Mary Lee’s comment that Tammi’s mother had passed away.

	“Yes, honey,” Martha said. “I got a call that you weren’t feeling well. I’m here with Willa and some investigators who found you.” She continued to pat Tammi’s hand.

	“Oh—yeah, we were talking. I ... I must have fallen asleep.” Tammi sat up suddenly. The washcloth dropped to her lap. She pulled at her robe, trying to straighten it and pushed the wayward strands of hair back from her eyes. “I’m ... I’m so sorry.” She directed her apology to Robert.

	“No need to apologize. We were just concerned about you.”

	“Oh.” She drug the back of her hand over her cheek, then let it drop as if the effort was too much. She looked up at each person standing before her and tears welled up in her eyes. Martha handed her a tissue from her purse.

	“I think what you need is a good home-cooked meal and bed rest.” 

	Tammi sobbed into the tissue with both hands covering her eyes. “Come on,” Martha said, “let me put you in bed and I’ll fix you some soup.”

	Tammi didn’t argue. She walked with Martha, who helped steady her, down the hallway.

	Robert pocketed one of the pills on the table and went in the kitchen. Willa and Jane searched the cabinets. Willa found a can of tomato soup and Jane located a package of crackers. After heating the soup, Martha took some to Tammi. Robert washed dirty dishes while Jane and Willa tidied the rest of the kitchen. 

	“She’s resting now.” Martha took a seat with the others at the dining table. “I am so thankful you had Willa called me,” she said to Robert. She turned to Willa. “Did you tell them I had wanted to see them?”

	Willa nodded. “I told Robert and then all this came up.”

	“This situation leads me to believe even more that I heard from the Lord last night. He even provided a way to get us together. Even if it is difficult circumstances,” Martha said.

	“What is this all about?” Robert asked.

	Martha began, “Dreams are often fuzzy and hard to remember for me, but last night what I saw was very clear and I can’t forget it. My son was lying down sleeping in what appeared to be a cave. He was wearing red shirt and white slacks which seemed strange. He never wore any colors like that. Then I saw Sheriff Barnes was there. He was watching Joe. He never touched Joe or tried to harm him. It was clear that he could have, but Sheriff Barnes just walked away. It’s hard to explain, but I woke up with the strong feeling that the sheriff is innocent.”

	The foursome looked at one another. A chill traveled Robert’s spine. “I read a Scripture in Psalms this morning and had the impression I should share it with the sheriff.”  Robert pulled the note card from his pocket. “It’s Psalm 57:1.” He read, “Have mercy on me, O God, have mercy on me, for in you my soul takes refuge. I will take refuge in the shadow of your wings until the disaster has passed.”

	“David fled from Saul in a cave.” Willa said in a hoarse whisper.

	Martha appeared radiant. “And there’s the incident in the Bible when David could have hurt Saul and didn’t. I believe the sheriff could have hurt Joe but didn’t.”

	“We believe he’s innocent,” Jane said.

	“So ...” Willa said, “if the sheriff is innocent, then Joe’s murderer is still at large.”

	Robert rapped the tabletop. “And that’s why Jane and I are here, to find out who did commit the murder.”

	“I’m here to help any way I can,” Martha said. Her eyes were bright and determined.

	 “Count me in too,” Willa said.

	“There is something you can help us understand,” Robert said to Martha. “We talked to Rose about her conversation with Joe at the Roadside Café the morning of the murder. She mentioned regrets as part of what they talked about. Can you shed any light on what those regrets might be?”

	After a pause Martha said, “What it might be is regret that they divorced. Everything happened so fast.”

	“Did Joe ever indicate that he regretted the divorce?”

	“Why I ... I don’t ... no.” Martha had trouble coming up with an answer to that question. “Joe always said it was a mutual break up, and Rose never said a cross word about Joe to me. They seemed to stay friendly even after he married Tammi.” Martha said.

	Robert considered the fact that Joe wouldn’t want to let his mother know if he did have doubts about his marriage decision. “Is there anyone that Joe ever indicated might be an enemy and want him out of the way?”

	“I’ve thought about that. Joe had to put that Everitt boy in jail several times for drunk driving. He claimed Joe singled him out and vowed to get back at him.”

	Willa spoke up with another idea. To Martha she said, “Remember the day Joe told you the sheriff was declared the winner?” 

	“I do, but—” 

	 Turning to Robert and Jane Willa said, “I was at Martha’s house when Joe stopped by. He was upset about losing the election, but he was even more upset about Mr. Schumann’s attitude.”

	Martha sat back in her chair as if she had just received an eye-opening revelation. “Joe said he could ruin Schumann if he told what he knew.”

	“Can you remember anything more specific?” Robert asked.

	“It was something to do with the gun shop, because he referred to what was going on in there,” Martha said.

	“Did he tell Schumann he could ruin him?” Jane looked to Willa and then to Martha. “He wasn’t clear on that as I recall,” Martha said.

	 “Activities at the gun shop are worth further scrutiny,” Robert said.

	 Jane made a note while Robert fished a business card from his pocket and gave it to Martha. “If you think of anything else, please call me.”  

	 Robert rose from his chair. “Willa, if you think of anything, you know how to reach me.” He checked his watch. “We really need to be going.”

	“Thank you so much for helping Tammi.” Martha said. “I’ll stay with her until she’s feeling better.”

	Robert hesitated at the front door and turned to ask, “Can you get prescriptions filled at the general store?”

	Willa and Martha both shook their heads. Willa said, “They don’t have a pharmacy. I always go to Rexall Drugs.”

	“Have you ever heard of anyone getting special deals on medication at the general store?”

	Martha spoke up. “This is hearsay mind you, but Nellie Hinson said she heard there was some kind of under-the-table prescription trading going on at the general store. I’m not sure what that means, I just know you can’t get regular prescriptions filled there.”

	. “This is amazing.” Jane said as they walked to Robert’s truck. “The mother of the murder victim is now willing to help the defense?”

	“I believe God is opening doors to help the sheriff.”

	~

	“We need to talk to the sheriff,” Robert said to Jane. “It’s 1:30. If he hasn’t had lunch let’s pick up something and go to his house. Is that okay?”

	No response.

	Robert glanced at Jane. She was scribbling in her notebook.

	He projected an exaggerated clearing of his throat. “Lunch with the sheriff. That okay?”

	“Huh? Uh ... fine. Sure, that’s fine.”

	 “What are you writing?” Robert pulled to the side of the road and dialed the sheriff’s number.

	“A list of suggested murder suspects.”

	The sheriff answered his phone with a gruff, “Hello.”

	“If you haven’t had lunch, Jane and I will bring subs to your house and give you an update.”

	Barnes agreed and gave him directions to his house. After picking up their food order, Jane read her notes to Robert. 

	“Rose mentions someone Joe put in jail but thinks the sheriff did it; Mary Lee at the diner mentioned Rose and Schumann; Tammi mentions Schumann; Martha says the Everitt boy; then Martha and Willa mention Frank Schumann. Do we have a recurring theme here?” Jane spoke triumphantly.

	“Schumann? He’s certainly one we want to keep in mind. Your list is a good idea. We’ll have to see what the sheriff has to say about it.”

	Sandwiches and chips in hand, they arrived at the sheriff’s house. His home was a two-story frame, situated in an old neighborhood off Main Street, south of town. They were announced by the deep, rigorous barking of a large German Shepherd. He stood behind a backyard gate and kept a watchful eye on them as they ascended the front steps. The sheriff opened the door and ushered them in before they had a chance to knock.

	They followed the sheriff down a long hallway that opened into a large eat-in kitchen on the right. There was a small sitting room with a television on the left.  In marked contrast to Tammi’s house, his was extremely neat. Any breakfast dishes had been put up and the table and counters were clean and uncluttered. In the sitting area was a large painting of a lady with salt and pepper short, curly hair and a broad, dimpled smile. More pictures of this same lady, with the sheriff at various events, sat on every available surface.

	The sheriff busied himself getting out cups, ice and tea while Robert and Jane set out the sandwiches, chips and napkins.

	“Are those pictures of your wife?” Jane asked.  

	“Yeah,” Barnes said. His deep, lined face seemed to darken even more. “Those were from happier times—before Francis got sick and God took her from me.” His statement was bitter.

	“What happened—if you don’t mind talking about it?” Jane asked.

	“No. It’s all right. She had cancer, ovarian. It’s been nearly a year—died the day after Thanksgiving.”

	“I understand your pain,” Jane said. 

	Barnes began shaking his head.

	“Losing your spouse is one of the hardest things to walk through.” Robert rested his hand on Sheriff Barnes’ shoulder that twitched underneath his touch. “There’s a void where she used to be.” 

	Robert had a photo of Lori beside his bed and her paintings graced his walls. When her presence vanished, swallowed up in the earth, an inexplicable fright overtook him when he had trouble visualizing her face. Only the image of her last breath and her unmoving body lying in the hospital bed remained.

	Photo evidence of happier times sustained his memory of the good times and helped him weather the bad memories of the days she suffered but no longer had to endure.

	Robert hesitated to unpack all that he understood but felt a nudge to share a few simple facts. “I lost my wife two years ago and Jane lost her mother to cancer five months ago. We met at a support group.”

	Sheriff Barnes dropped the plastic cup he was using to gather ice, closed the freezer door and stood still, his back to them. After a long moment he said, “It’s like a cavernous hole that sends eerie echoes back when you speak into it. I feel like I’m being punished for not appreciating her as much as I should have. God made his point, but I wish he had shown me in a different way.” He turned, running the back of his hand across his red-rimmed eyes. “So, maybe you do understand. Please, sit down.” 

	He set the cups on the table and sat heavily on a kitchen chair. Jane poured the tea. 

	Barnes took a deep breath. “How is it that I got an investigator on my case that not only understands the pain of losing my wife but the frustration of having my hands tied in working my own murder case?”

	“God.” Jane whispered. 

	“It’s natural to blame God for our troubles,” Robert said. “There is evil operating in the world, but God can take the bad things and turn them into good.” 

	Sheriff Barnes sighed. A quiet resignation seemed to fall over him. “I’m ready for even a hint of the good.”

	“For starters let’s be thankful for the food and then we will fill you in on some clues we’ve found in your case.” Robert said.

	While they ate lunch, Robert brought the sheriff up to date. He related what they had learned from their various interviews and ended with Jane’s list of other suggested suspects. He omitted Martha’s dream for now.

	The sheriff listened intently. He shook his head and chewed on his lower lip at the disclosure of Raffield not being cooperative. “I thought I could count on Raffield. But hey, what’s one more disappointment?”

	Barnes drummed his fingers on the tabletop, then stopped abruptly. “I am surprised in a way that Schumann’s name keeps coming up. I had my reservations about him and his motives in the community, but I thought I was alone in that.”

	“According to Martha and Willa, Joe knew damaging information about Schumann. Something to do with the gun shop. And speaking of guns, we need to pinpoint the last time you can positively say you had your gun.” 

	“The day I was declared winner in the election. You two were with me. Raffield said he put it under my seat.”

	“Did you actually see the gun in your car that day?” Robert asked.

	Sheriff Barnes closed his eyes in concentration, then opened them. His face was pinched up, prune-like. “Hard as I try to recall, I can’t pull up an image of the gun. I didn’t really check for it.”

	“We tried to check with Smithley at the general store about a record of the actual time your gun was picked up, but neither he nor Schumann were exactly helpful. I have a request for those records to be brought to depositions on November 5th.” Robert finished his sandwich and rolled the wrapper into a ball. He looked to see if Jane was ready for notetaking. She had already pulled out her pen and notepad.

	“When is the first time you remember actually seeing your gun after Raffield said he returned it?” 

	“That’s a question that replays over and over in my mind. The first I remember seeing it with any certainty was when I got in the car to go to the church festival on Sunday. The handle was sticking out from under the driver’s seat. I picked it up and put it in the glove compartment.” 

	“So sometime between Friday afternoon, assuming Raffield put it in there then, and Sunday around noon anyone might have had access.” 

	“I suppose so, but I don’t really remember everywhere I went.”

	“Your Pine County log sheets should help us with that information,” Robert said.

	“We have the radio log of your activity on Sunday from discovery,” Jane said. “And Cherry said she would make copies of log sheets for Friday and Saturday.”

	Barnes seemed relieved. “Good. I’m glad to hear she’s been helpful.”

	“Schumann’s name has come up a few times on the enemy list. What do you make of that?” Jane asked. Robert was pleased Jane joined in the questioning.

	The sheriff studied his hands on the table a moment, then looked up and said, “I don’t know how threatened Schumann might have been by Joe but I can understand Joe blowing off steam when he saw how politics really works.”

	“And how do politics really work?” Jane asked.

	“Schumann’s one to play the odds,” Barnes said. “He’s your friend and supporter if he sees it can benefit him in some way. Schumann contributed to my campaign, but he also contributed a smaller amount to Garrett according to the published campaign contributions report. With the frequency of Garrett’s visits to Schumann’s office, he probably received several thousand more from Schumann that showed up under other people’s names on the contributions list.” The sheriff shrugged his acceptance of the loopholes used in campaigning. “I imagine Joe took it hard when that support evaporated after I was declared the winner.”

	“So, if in Chief Garrett’s frustration he threatened Schumann with some kind of exposure, Schumann could have shot him?” Jane posed the question.

	Sheriff Barnes shook his head in disagreement. “If that were the case, he’d more likely have one of his henchmen handle it.”

	Robert’s mind went to the gun-running case Agent Freed was working. He stood, stretched his back and massaged the temples of his head as he thought. “I’m planning to check some things out related to Schumann and his operation, but for now I’d like to talk about our visit to Garrett’s wife today, which also points us back to Schumann.”

	Barnes looked at Robert, wrinkling his forehead. “How’s that?”

	“Tammi’s in bad shape, but she indicated Joe had a fight with Schumann.” 

	“In bad shape is putting it mildly.” Jane cut in. “The house was a disaster, with piles of dirty dishes and used food containers.”

	“She’s taking pills that had her doped up and non-functioning,” Robert said. “We contacted my cousin, Willa. She’s friends with Martha, Garrett’s mother and they are looking after Tammi now. But what’s really interesting is Martha had actually called Willa beforehand to say she wanted to see me.”

	Barnes stared with a questioning expression. “Joe’s mother wanted to see you?”

	Robert prayed he could express the events pointing to God’s involvement without coming across as weird.

	“Martha had a dream or vision and wanted to share it with me.”

	“Go on,” the sheriff prodded when Robert hesitated.

	“She saw Joe lying in a cave dressed in a red shirt and white pants. You, sheriff, were standing over him but then walked away,” Robert said.

	Jane added, “Ms. Garrett believes it’s a sign showing you are innocent.” 

	The sheriff looked at Jane, then Robert, “Does that make sense to you?”

	“I’m not sure, but the Bible has many examples of God communicating in dreams or visions. It’s one of his ways to connect with us.” Robert said. 

	“I’ll tell you another way,” Jane said. “He’ll put on a person’s heart a word to share and he did that with Robert this morning.”

	Robert hadn’t known how to bring up the Scripture he felt the sheriff needed, but Jane took care of that. Robert pulled the card from his pocket and handed it to Barnes. “What’s amazing is the Scripture coincides with Martha’s vision.” 

	Barnes read the verse. A frown creased his face. He looked up with curious eyes. “Disaster is a good word for this whole mess, but I’m afraid I don’t get the connection.”

	Robert sat back down, tapped the notecard, and looked into the sheriff’s eyes. “Sheriff, this was a cave experience for David. Martha’s dream took place in a cave.”

	Barnes’ eyes warmed. He shook his head and carefully folded the card with the verse and placed it in his shirt pocket. “I don’t understand it. But I’ll have to say, if it is God, he’s got my attention.”

	“I think it must be from the Lord, because this dream convinced Martha that you could have hurt Joe but didn’t,” Robert said.

	“Now Martha wants to help us find the real murderer,” Jane said.

	“You and I both know that, humanly speaking, it would be impossible to have the mother of the victim wanting to help the defense,” Robert said to Barnes. 

	“I’ve always heard God can make the impossible happen,” Barnes said. “But …” His gaze rested on a picture of his wife. 

	“It’s hard to understand why and how God intervenes differently in various situations, but I believe he sees the big picture and we don’t.” Robert waited a moment to give the sheriff time for his heart to catch up.

	“Can we go back to your gun—a big piece of the circumstantial evidence.” 

	 The sheriff propped himself up with his elbows on the table and made a firm statement. “What Cherry told you about my gun and not locking doors is true. My philosophy is a mix of faith and wisdom. Faith in this community to not have to lock doors, yet wisdom to keep a gun just in case.” 

	“Trust can leave you vulnerable,” Robert said. “What we need now is to look for clues to clear you. We’ll start with the video from the Jiffy Store.”

	“I have a DVD player in the living room.”

	Robert retrieved the disk from the car. The living room did not have the lived-in look of the kitchen. Smelling musty from disuse, there was a fine layer of dust on all the flat surfaces.

	“I don’t come in here anymore. Probably should get me a smaller place.”

	“Do you have any children?” Jane asked.

	“No. No, it was always just us. Wished for them but ...”

	“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t be asking.”

	“No. It’s all right. It’s a perfectly normal question. Now let me see if I remember how to do this.” Sheriff Barnes turned a light on and stooped down to study the equipment and buttons of the different remotes.

	Robert helped him get the player working and they settled down to scrutinize the video that might reveal clues to the real murderer.

	 

	 


 

	Chapter 20

	 

	“Catfish Charlie. Put him on the list—at the top.”

	“What?” Jane mumbled into the phone.

	“Did I wake you?”

	“Uh ... what makes you think I might be sleeping at …” Jane yawned “… five o’clock in the morning?”

	Robert went in the kitchen at Uncle Jim’s and flipped on the overhead light. Jane was right. It was five a.m. “Sorry. I was jarred awake and didn’t look at the time.”

	“What did you say about catfish?”

	“Catfish Charlie. Something woke me up and Charlie was on my mind. He fishes the rivers and creeks around here for catfish. We need to find out if he heard anything at the wayside park the day Garrett was murdered. 

	“Okay ...” she yawned again “… after last night’s mind-numbing two hours of watching people gassing up their cars and making purchases at the convenience store, talking to a fisherman sounds pretty interesting. You sure you want him top of the list? We have those twenty-one tag numbers to check.”

	“I know and we need to talk to Owen Hatch. He’ll be thrilled to learn he starred in the Jiffy Store video pulling in for gas just before the sheriff arrived. But yes, I do want to talk to Charlie, first thing.”

	~

	Catfish Charlie lived in a modest frame house. A small sign at the foot of the mailbox read, “Catfish for Sale.” A large oak dominated one side of the tiny front yard. Its roots pushed up a tent-shaped section of the sidewalk leading to the front porch. There was a well-worn path across the street which led to Wright’s Creek—the source of Charlie’s livelihood.

	Getting no response to their knock at the front door, Robert and Jane made their way past the oak to the backyard.  There was an open-sided wooden shed housing a large kitchen sink in the middle of a long counter. Charlie, a tall wiry man with a fringe of gray hair peeking out from his cap, stood cleaning catfish with pliers and a filet knife.

	“Hi Charlie. You need a hand with that?” Robert asked.

	Charlie turned in surprise. “Well if it ain’t Robert. You’re one guy that really can help me ’cause I taught you.”

	Robert introduced Jane, donned an apron hanging on a nail behind the sink, and started skinning fish with the pliers while Charlie filleted them.

	With the filets on ice, they settled down at a picnic table with some cold drinks from a small refrigerator in Charlie’s outdoor kitchen.

	 Robert got to the business at hand. “Do you remember the day Garrett was found murdered at the wayside park?”

	“Sure do. I fished my hooks twice that morning so I could cut loose and go to that doin’s downtown. I always try to make the festival.”

	“What time did you fish your hooks?” Robert asked questions while Jane took notes.

	“First fishing was prob’ly ... about six in the morning. Then I went back out around nine I guess.”

	“Did you see or hear anything unusual?”

	Charlie ran two fingers across his cheek and cocked his head. “I noticed the rear end of a car parked at the wayside park, kind of backed up to the creek. I noticed it ’cause it wasn’t all that far from one of my bush hooks.”

	Information in discovery included photos taken at the crime scene of prints made by tires and narrow boot prints beside bushes at the water’s edge. “Could you describe the car?”

	“Not really. There was a lot of underbrush. I think it was a light color. Not long after that I heard a gunshot, but that weren’t all that unusual. Those people on your old farm are always out there doin’ some kind of target practice.”

	“What time would that have been?”

	“Oh ... prob’ly ... ten, ten-thirty. Yeah ...’cause I got back home around eleven to get ready for the festival.”

	“Anything else you can remember from that morning? Did you see or hear any cars?”

	“Well ... I tied up at the bridge near the wayside park. Bein’ Sunday, the traffic was light.”

	“Did any cars go by after you heard the shot?”

	Charlie closed his eyes, pausing before he spoke. “I remember one in particular went over the bridge right fast. You know that bridge is made of that metal grate. The tires sung pretty loud.” 

	“Remember color, make or anything?”

	“Let’s see ... it wasn’t big like a truck … some kind of car, white I’m pretty sure with a bit of red.”

	“Red on the car?”

	“On the driver’s side. I don’t know if it was on the car or on the driver.”

	“Did you see anything of the driver at all?”

	 Charlie began shaking his head back and forth as if trying to put the scene on rewind. “Nope, didn’t see the driver. Couldn’t tell you if it was a man or woman.”

	“Did you ever report this?”

	“No. No, I didn’t. Like I said, it wasn’t unusual to hear gunshots around there.” Catfish tilted his soft drink up, then stopped. His eyes widened. “Wait. You think what I saw had something to do with the murder?” 

	~

	The road from Catfish Charlie’s led Robert and Jane back to Summerfield Road. 

	“While we’re out here I think we should pay another visit to Schumann’s farm and see if anyone heard anything the morning of the murder.”

	 Jane picked up the discovery papers and flipped through a few pages. “In Schumann’s interview, he said he didn’t hear anything.” 

	“Right, but there was no indication anyone else on the farm was talked to. Let’s just nose around a little.”

	They passed the Peeples’ farm. “What about Velma Peeples? There was no interview from her or Danny, and they live near the wayside park,” Jane said.

	“Danny, with his connections here, would be interesting to interview if we can get him to talk.”

	“I know,” Jane said holding up her pen. “Add it to the to-do list. You do know the to-do list is growing faster than the done-list.”

	“That’s generally the case in an investigation. With the murder victim in the center, all the related information and suspects start radiating outward like spokes on a wheel.”

	“And we have to run out the leads on each spoke?”

	“Exactly. The more we do, the more there will be to do.”

	“Kind of like laundry,” Jane mumbled. 

	Robert chuckled. “Right again.” He pulled up to Schumann’s gated entrance and found the right-hand gate standing open.

	“This is a break. The guy on the squawk box must be sleeping.”

	They took the long drive that led to the plant.  As they reached the parking area, rapid-fire gunshots rang out from behind the buildings on the right. Robert drove in that direction.

	“This is not sounding too safe.” Jane’s voice quavered. 

	 She was right. The circumstances he was exposing her to did not sound safe. He was accustomed to stepping into risky situations, but he shouldn’t be imperiling Jane. 

	Ahead, Robert recognized Chad’s white Nissan with a Smith & Wesson sticker on the back window and pulled in behind it. Getting out of his truck, Robert slammed the door to announce his arrival, and instructed Jane to stay put.

	“Checking out some new guns?” He called out to Chad and Danny, who were examining a target.

	Chad turned and raised his eyebrows on an otherwise expressionless face. “How’d you get in here?” Danny retrieved a rake leaning against a tree and began raking leaves on the other side of the targets. 

	“The gate was open. I’m checking on what people might have heard around here the morning of Joe Garrett’s murder. Do you happen to know who was here that morning?”

	“No.” Chad’s tone was gruff. “Danny, go wake up that sorry excuse of a gate guard.”

	Danny stopped raking. Leaned the rake against the tree and walked off toward the office without saying a word.

	“I believe Mr. Schumann told the state he didn’t hear anything, but I was wondering about others that might have been around,” Robert said. 

	“Nothin’ I can tell you.” 

	This guy was a hard nut to crack. A camper truck wheeled in behind them and parked next to Robert’s truck. 

	Chad tried to motion to the driver to go toward the warehouse, but it was too late.

	The driver got out and walked up to them. “Got that shipment. I need to get going as soon as it’s unloaded.” 

	Robert didn’t wait for introductions that would not be forthcoming from Chad. He stuck out a hand in greeting and the driver took it automatically. “Robert Grey.”

	“Jackson ...” He seemed to think better of giving a last name and left it at that.

	“I see you’ve got a sticker on your truck from the Marine Supply Depot in Albany,” Robert said nodding his head in the direction of his camper truck. “I used to work in Albany.”

	“Sticker?” Jackson said. He acted like a kid caught with something he shouldn’t have. “I don’t ... It’s an old sticker. It was on the truck when I bought it.” He looked to Chad as if needing rescue.

	Danny walked up.

	“Go with Jackson and get him unloaded.” Chad issued the order to Danny.

	Danny turned around and walked toward the warehouse. Jackson stepped backward toward his truck. Perspiration glistened on his forehead.

	 Chad strode toward the targets and punched in a number on his cell phone.  

	 Robert probed a little further while he had the chance. “Nice to meet you Jackson, do you make deliveries here often?”

	 “Uh ... yes ... uh some uh ... for the farm ... fertilizer for the farm.” He scrambled into his truck, backed it in a sweeping half circle that kicked up a little dirt, and retreated to the warehouse. 

	Robert made a mental note of his Georgia tag. A flash of sunlight reflected from one of the spent shells on the ground. He kicked it up to view it better as Chad walked back from the targets.

	“You get much call for these automatics?” Robert asked. 

	“Collectors.” 

	“You must be building up quite a collector’s trade for such a small business,” Robert said, fingering the shell.

	Another car pulled in kicking up another cloud of dust. Schumann in his BMW. No doubt his arrival was connected to the phone call Chad just made. 

	Schumann donned his congenial smile like a hat, as he got out of his car. “Well, well. What brings you out our way again, Mr. Grey?”

	“Just fact-gathering for the sheriff’s case.” Robert dropped the spent shell in his pocket and extended his hand. Schumann returned a friendly handshake.

	“Good. Good. Hope you find something to help him.”

	“Thought we might find someone here who heard something the morning of the murder.”

	“I already talked to the state investigator. Nothing unusual that I heard.” His smile was ingratiating. “Of course, I was in the house. That wayside park is a long way off, not likely I could hear anything.”

	“Any chance I could talk to Danny? He seems to stay around here a lot.”

	“Danny? He barely says anything. He’s kind of off.” Schumann made circles beside his ear with his finger. “Head injury in Afghanistan.” Schumann spoke as if he were his protector from undo pressures. He shook his head. “I don’t think it would be good to talk to him.”

	Robert could see his tenuous welcome had dissipated. “Well. Thank you for your time. Sorry for any intrusion.”

	“It’s okay, buddy,” Schumann said patting Robert on the back. “Just be sure you call first.” 

	Robert strode to his truck. He could feel the silent stares from Schumann and Smithley piercing his back side.

	“Those guys don’t look too pleased with you,” Jane said.

	“They’re not.” Robert snapped into his seat belt. “Wasn’t Jackson one of the names on the voter list using this Summerfield address?”

	“Jackson? Yes. It was the first name of one of the voters. I remember because it wasn’t Hispanic. Why?”

	“That’s the name that guy in the camper truck gave. Said he was delivering fertilizer. Write this down, Georgia tag number JRG18T.”

	“I already did,” Jane said pointing to her notation.

	Robert grinned. “Good job.” He put the truck in reverse and backed out, leaving the two men huddled in discussion. 

	Driving past the warehouse, Robert saw Danny offloading the same type of long narrow cardboard boxes he had seen there before.

	“Strange way to package fertilizer.”

	 


 

	Chapter 21

	 

	Robert’s cell phone rang as he pulled back onto Summerfield Road. 

	“Mr. Grey? This is Sheriff Raffield.”

	“Yes sir.”

	“Could I see you at the sheriff’s office at your earliest convenience?”

	“I can be there in fifteen minutes.”

	“That was Raffield,” Robert said. “Maybe he decided to talk to us.”

	 

	Robert and Jane pulled into a parking spot marked for sheriff’s office business and entered the building. Cherry was busy typing. Robert tapped on the glass window barrier.  

	“Hi. Rad said you’d be coming and to send you back. I’ll buzz him.” She added in a whisper, “I hope he’ll help you some, but who knows?”

	Raffield opened his office door and welcomed them in. Quite a contrast to their last meeting. The office was rearranged. The desk faced the door now and the chairs for visitors had been upgraded. Plaques and commendations with his name and picture decorated the walls.

	“Thank you for coming on such short notice,” he said and motioned for them to take a seat.

	“We were out and about already.” Robert said.

	“Good ... good.” Raffield sat in his desk chair and pulled it up to his desk in short, jerky movements. He seemed to be thinking about what he would say next.

	“You have any information for me?”

	“No, no. Not anything about the sheriff. I just thought I’d talk to you. I’m sure it’s a misunderstanding, but I got a trespassing call on you.”

	“What?” That was the last thing Robert expected to hear.

	“Got the call from the gate guard at Schumann’s.”

	“The gate was open.” Robert moved to the edge of his chair. “There’s no posted signs there. The guard must be covering his tail.” 

	“Well, I’m obligated to follow up on the complaint.” Raffield made a notation on the form sitting in front of him.

	“Fine. What would you like to know?”

	“What time did you notice the gate was open?”

	“Look, let me make this simple for you. It was probably about an hour ago. We went to see if anyone at Schumann’s might have heard something on the morning of the murder, since the property is close to the wayside park. The gate was open. I drove in and talked to some of the people who were outside—Chad from the gun shop and some others. Schumann drove up and I spoke to him. That’s it.” His jaw muscle twitched.

	“Well … you can understand,” Raffield clicked his pen repeatedly… the security man claims you must have gotten the code, but it’s probably like you say. Just covering his mistake.”

	“Have you ever thought about why there’s a need for that kind of security for a farm and a pellet plant?” He probably shouldn’t have raised the question, but it came out none the less.
“People are entitled to have whatever security they wish.” Raffield used a defensive tone.

	“I believe I get the point,” Robert said, rising from his chair. “Anything else?”

	“No. I think that covers it. No hard feelings I hope,” Raffield said. “Just doing my job.”

	When they reached the sidewalk outside the sheriff’s office, Jane said, “What in the world was that all about?”

	Robert held the words boiling up inside him until they got back to the truck.

	“It’s about a cover-up and law enforcement in this town is helping.” Robert slammed his door shut, backed out of the sheriff’s office parking, drove down Main, pulled in at the general store and thrust the gear into park. “Let’s see if Chad made it back. Now should be a good time to serve that paper for his gun repair log.” 

	Chad was back at work and finishing with a female customer. She turned to leave with a paper bag in hand. Robert recognized Flora Pursley, the supervisor at the health department.

	She attempted to walk by with no eye contact, but Robert made that impossible. “Hello, Ms. Pursley. Getting ready for hunting season?”

	“Wha ...Why uh ... no ... uh, just shopping,” she stammered and kept walking.

	“Nice to see you again,” he called after her.

	“Right,” she said as she stepped out of the gun shop section and hurried toward the front door.

	“Good morning again, Chad,” Robert greeted. “I guess we’re destined to see each other today.”

	“Guess so,” he said, eying Robert.

	“Could have saved an extra trip if things hadn’t been so rushed at the farm, but I have an additional subpoena for you.” Jane took the paper out of her folder and placed it in front of Chad. “The attorney requests the gun repair entry log be brought to depositions.”

	Chad picked up the paper and gave him an acknowledging grunt. “Anything else?” he asked as he tossed the paper aside.

	“For now, no. You have a good day.”  Robert turned to leave, hesitated and turned back. 

	“Do you know anything about getting discount medications here? I’ve heard some talk.”

	“Nope.” Chad said.

	Robert left and wondered how long it would take Chad to report to Schumann on Robert’s latest visit. 

	~

	Chicken chow mein and sweet and sour pork take-out added good smells to the back porch at Uncle Jim’s where Robert and Jane had settled down to eat lunch. 

	“I’m still trying to understand this business at Schumann’s,” Jane said. 

	“Whatever it is, they want it concealed.” Robert’s phone beeped. He set down his fork and checked the screen. “Uncle Jim.”

	“Hi, Unc. Been to any bull fights in Mexico yet?”

	“No. Mostly following your Aunt Edith around the marketplace. I’m calling to check on things in Pine Bluff.”

	“Everything is fine here. Weather has been nice. I haven’t had to turn on the heat yet.”

	“You’ll never guess who I saw down here in Juarez.”

	“Okay. I won’t try. Who?”

	“That guy who works for Mr. Schumann. He has that mole on his nose.”

	“Tip Connelly?”

	“Yeah. That’s the guy. He looked familiar, but I didn’t realize it was him until I saw the mole. Can’t be another one like that.”

	“Did you talk to him?”

	“Started to, but Edith called me over to negotiate a price on a ring. When I got through, he was gone.”

	“What was he doing?”

	“He was talking to two guys at a sidewalk café.”

	“Unc, what do you know about Schumann’s operation?’

	“Just that they process pulp wood into pellets and sell it for energy. It’s renewable ’cause—”

	“Right.” Robert interrupted. “Schumann told me about its selling points, but do you know anything about how it’s distributed?”

	“Not really. He just mentioned one of the reasons he liked the property was that it was close to shipping ports in Mobile and north Florida and the interstate. He must be expanding to Mexico now.

	“Expanding is one way to put it.” Robert hesitated. He didn’t want to go into detail over the phone but said, “Listen, I’ve got a feeling this could be very important. Can you talk to the people at the café? See if you can find out who the men were that Connelly met with. While it’s fresh on your mind, write a description of them. Approximate height, weight, age, hair color, style, clothing. Put down as much as you can remember. “

	“Has this got something to do with your case?”

	“I’m not sure. Just find out what you can. Keep it low key and stay in touch.”

	After the call ended, Robert filled Jane in on Uncle Jim’s discovery. “I don’t know how this fits in with the sheriff’s case, but I think we’ve stumbled onto a gun and drug-running operation. And I know just the person who can use this information.” 

	 

	 


 

	Chapter 22

	 

	Agent Vance Freed returned Robert’s call right away.

	“What’s up? I just got your message.”

	“Where are you?”

	“Albany, Georgia.”

	“Would you happen to be at the Marine Corps Supply base there?”

	“I knew I needed you working with me. How did you know that?”

	Robert filled Vance in on the suspicious activities at the Schumann farm and general store. He ended with the camper truck that had a supply depot sticker and the recent spotting of Tip Connelly in Mexico.  

	“This could be a big break for us, Robert. I’ll start running backgrounds on them.  Give me those names again.”

	Robert gave him the names that he knew associated with Schumann, vehicle descriptions and the Georgia tag number from the camper truck. “Hope all this helps your case. Now I need a return favor.”

	“You name it.”

	 He explained the tag registrations needed from the Jiffy Store video. 

	“You’ve got it. Fax them to me at my hotel and I’ll get them run for you.” Vance gave Robert the number. He ended the call with a promise to get back to him as soon as possible.

	“What’s next on the list?” Robert asked Jane. He was re-energized and eager to sustain the feeling.

	“I take it we need to find a fax machine to send these tag numbers to Vance.” Jane picked up the small area phone book on the kitchen counter to look in the yellow pages. “There’s an office supply store downtown that lists fax service.”

	Robert set their lunch dishes in the sink and ran water on them. “Let’s head that way.”

	Jane picked up her list and jotted down the office supply address and number. “Since we have to go by the Peeples’ farm on the way to town, let’s stop by there and talk to Velma.” Jane balanced her notepad on the palm of her hand like a serving tray. “This growing list needs some check marks.”

	~

	“The Peeples’ farmhouse looks much the same as our last visit. The lawn and hedges are neatly trimmed. Instead of talking, her son apparently just works all the time,” Jane said. 

	“A good observation. Since it was your idea to talk to Velma, you take the lead,” Robert said.”

	Tremors hit Jane’s stomach. She sucked in air and blew it out audibly. “Here goes nothin’,” 

	Jane knocked on the door. Robert stood beside her. After a short wait, Velma opened the door. She wore an apron, and from the aroma coming from the kitchen, she was doing some baking. 

	“I hope this isn’t a bad time for you,” Jane said.

	“No. I guess not.” Velma stood at the door and looked at Jane and then Robert.

	She didn’t invite them in, so Jane launched her first question. “We wanted to talk to you, if we could, about the day of the murder at the wayside park.” 

	“Why?” She held an unwelcoming stance.

	“Your property is across from the park. We were checking to see if you might have seen or heard anything unusual that morning.” 

	“There’s nothin’ I can help you with.” She wiped shaky hands on her apron.  

	Jane was at a loss. What could she say now without adding to their unwelcome status? Robert spoke up. “Catfish Charlie was fishing near the bridge that morning. He said he heard what might have been a gunshot around ten-thirty and saw a white car drive over the bridge. Did you see or hear anything you can recall?”

	“I was in the house. There’s nothin’ I can tell you. I’d best get back to the kitchen.” She started to close the door as Danny came in the drive and pulled his car behind the house.

	“Maybe we could talk to Danny. He’s outside a lot, isn’t he?” Jane asked.

	“I’m sorry. I’m afraid that’s not a good idea.” With that, she stepped back inside and closed the door. Robert and Jane looked at each other, shrugged their shoulders in unison and headed back to the truck.

	“She’s awfully edgy. If it’s the strain about her boy, the military has counseling available,” Jane said.

	“It may be available, but you have to want the help. Remaining isolated seems to be what both Velma and Danny want.” 

	“Somebody needs to convince them—” 

	“Hold up. Rule number … what number are we on?”

	“Oh boy. Rule three was about using the gift of gab. And I didn’t do so well with Velma on that one. Now you’re presenting me with number four?”

	 “Yep. Rule number four: Resist the urge to become personally involved in the affairs of potential witnesses.”

	Jane slumped in her seat. “How many rules are there?” 

	“Lots.”

	~

	With the records from Nancy Weigel at the Pine Bluff PD secured and the tag numbers faxed to Agent Freed, Jane heard Willa’s familiar voice call to them outside the office supply store.

	“Yoo hoo. What are you two involved in today?” 

	“Plenty.” Jane held up her list.

	“Robert, are you overworking this girl?”

	“Other way around.”

	Jane dipped her head toward Robert. “Hardly. How is Tammi doing?” 

	“Martha stayed with her yesterday.” Willa raised her eyebrows and displayed a satisfied smile. “She flushed those pills down the toilet and called that step-brother of Tammi’s and chewed him out. Martha plans to stay with Tammi today and make sure she eats right. I’m going over now to help.”

	“I am glad to hear that.” Jane crossed her arms and turned to Robert. “It’s a good thing they didn’t have to abide by rule number four.”

	“Rule four?” Willa asked 

	“Investigator speak,” Robert said, with the wave of his hand. “Getting rid of those pills was a smart move. I checked them out on the Internet. It’s morphine, nicknamed Misties.” 

	“What kind of brother is that?” Willa said shaking her head.

	“A drug-dealing one apparently,” Jane said. “By the way, we talked to your friend, Velma, this morning. Have you seen her lately?”

	“No, I guess Martha and I need to check on her again too.” 

	“I wish you would. She’s not very hospitable. We tried to talk to her about the morning of the murder to see if she heard anything. She couldn’t get rid of us fast enough, especially after her boy drove up.”

	“Humm. Sometimes it’s hard to deal with situations and seek help.”

	“Precisely.” Jane cut her eyes to Robert. “There are programs through VA to help soldiers adversely affected by their military service. Why don’t you suggest she call?”

	Willa’s eyes brightened. “I sure will.”

	Jane tilted her head and squinted her eyes for Robert’s benefit. If she couldn’t get personally involved, Willa could. 

	 

	 


 

	Chapter 23

	 

	The cook at the Roadside Café told Robert that Vera was scheduled to come in at three. Savory smells from the advertised grilled pork chop lunch special lingered. 

	“Maybe we should have waited to eat lunch here,” Robert said.

	“Smells good but I liked the Chinese food on the porch at your uncle’s house. We even have leftovers. Coffee while we wait is fine for me,” Jane said.

	Robert ordered coffee and they took a booth in a back corner to wait. Robert shook his head slightly when Jane plunked her notepad on the table. “I’m beginning to see you never let your brain take a rest. Is that a teacher trait?”

	Jane shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe. If there is a problem, my mind stays restless until a solution is found.”

	“Ah. An attitude not only useful for teaching but very useful for solving crime.” 

	Jane pressed her lips into a straight line and stared at her notepad for a moment. “The way I see it, we have several possible suspect scenarios surfacing.” 

	“I’m listening.”

	Jane flipped to a clean page and started writing. “First on my list is Rad Raffield, He’s ambitious, wanted the sheriff’s job, and got it. He certainly isn’t trying to help the sheriff.”

	“A good assessment,” Robert said. “Two more that top a lawman’s list are the spouses, current and ex,” Robert said. “For Rose it could be revenge. For Tammi, rage? We saw them arguing.” 

	  “Then there’s the Schumann gang.” Jane wrote SCHUMANN in big letters. 

	“My take on him,” Robert said, “is that he has his own agenda. He wants a man he can control in office. Apparently, Garrett was the chosen one because of the vote-fixing we uncovered.”

	“His plan was foiled when Sheriff Barnes went back in.” Jane said in an excited tone, like he was on to something.

	Robert continued, “We know Garrett was upset with Schumann and went to confront him. We also know Schumann has a suspicious gun business operating out of the farm and his sidekicks—Chad, Tip, Jackson and the mysterious Danny—are in on it.”

	“So, any one of them might want Garrett out of the picture because ...?” Jane seemed to search for a reason and frowned at her notepad.

	“Because they fear exposure. Gunrunning to Mexico—I’ve talked to some of the DEA guys who work the drug cartels in Mexico and gun trade is a part of it. It’s dangerous and extremely lucrative.”

	“Oh boy. This is getting big.”

	“It could be, especially with Tip being seen in Mexico. I feel good that Vance is on it.” Robert faced the front door of the diner. The practice is one he acquired early in his career in order to observe who was entering a place of business. He saw Vera arrive.  She waved at the on-duty waitress who was removing her apron to leave. The departing waitress pointed out Robert and Jane as customers.

	 Vera shifted right into waitress mode and came over to greet them. “Hi folks. Good to see you again. Need anything besides coffee?”

	“We could use a refill and a little of your time if possible,” Robert said.

	“Sure. Business is slow. I’ll be right back.”

	Vera agreed to give a taped statement and related much the same information as she had earlier about Chief Garrett eating breakfast and talking with his ex-wife. 

	“Could you hear anything they were saying?” Robert asked.

	“Things were busy, the breakfast rush you know. I did hear him say something like it was his obligation.”

	“Do you have any idea what obligation he was talking about?”

	“I have no idea. They talked maybe twenty-five or thirty minutes, then he got a phone call.”

	“Could you hear any of his conversation on the phone?”

	“Well ...” she looked up at the ceiling like the answer might be there. “I can remember thinking he must be talking to his wife or a relative maybe. It sounded like he said ‘love you’ at the end. I remember that ’cause Rose was leaving, and he was coming up to the counter to pay when he finished the call.”

	“You said the state got a copy of the ticket with the time stamp when he paid for breakfast, but can you give me an idea of what time it was when he left?”

	“Probably close to ten o’clock. He came in about nine and stayed about an hour all together.”

	Jane labeled the tape after the interview. “Do you think there’s anything in her statement that will help?” 

	He shrugged, initialed the recording and put it in his briefcase. “The phone call. If that’s the call that came from the Jiffy Store and he ended the call with ‘love you,’ I agree with Vera—it was a family member. And my guess is it was Tammi.” 

	~

	  Robert had trouble sleeping. His face felt flushed, his mouth dry. He turned over and plumped his pillow. Even though his eyes were closed, his mind kept replaying the events of the past few days. Suddenly a scene, like viewing a photo on a digital camera screen, flashed in front of him.

	He studied the scene then opened his eyes. He could see the faint outlines of the furnishings in the bedroom. Closing his eyes again, the scene was still there.

	He gave up and went to the kitchen. The clock on the stove showed the time as three-thirty in the dim light. He sat at the kitchen table. The image still seared his mind ... haunting him. What did it mean?

	He was wide awake now, he pulled on a jacket and stepped out on the back porch. A light shone from the guest cottage. He could just make out Jane sitting on the porch. He retrieved his phone and called her.

	She answered on the first ring.

	“What are you doing up?” Robert asked.

	“Couldn’t sleep. You?”

	“Same. I’m craving hot chocolate. Do you want some?”

	“I’ll be right there,” she said.

	Robert put the tea kettle on and began searching for hot chocolate packets. Jane arrived holding her bathrobe tight around her shoulders. 

	“Nights are getting chillier.”

	“I know I saw hot chocolate packs somewhere,” Robert said.

	Jane pointed at the cabinet next to the sink. “Try there.”

	“Thanks. How do you do it?”

	“Do what?”

	“Keep track of everything. I confess I wasn’t sure hiring you on as an investigator was a wise move, but ... well you surprised me. You keep the paperwork and activities organized.” He held up the box of hot chocolate located right where she’d said. “And you even know where the hot chocolate is.”

	“I’m not sure how that qualifies as making a good investigator, but I’m open to all compliments.” 

	The kettle whistled. They each fixed cups of cocoa and settled at the kitchen table. “So, what kept you awake?” Jane asked.

	“You first. Why were you up?”

	“Not sure. Maybe too much Chinese food, but mostly the details and suspects in the case are tumbling about in my head.” She sipped her drink. “Your turn.”

	Robert wrapped his hands around his cup, letting it warm his hands before he answered. “Something strange happened again.”

	“Again?” 

	“Last night I woke up knowing that we needed to go see Catfish Charlie.” He hesitated. “Tonight, I saw something.”

	“What?”

	“It wasn’t a dream, because I was awake. I guess it’s what you would call a vision.”

	“You’re keeping me in suspense here. What did you see?”

	“It was a cave of dark gray rock. I could see Joe Garrett inside lying down sleeping. He was dressed in a red knit pullover and white slacks. Sheriff Barnes was in the shadows watching him.”

	Jane’s mouth gaped open. “That’s what Martha dreamed.” 

	“I don’t know if it’s the power of suggestion or what, but it was very clear and that’s not all. There was a piece of fabric cut out of the front of Garrett’s shirt, lying on the ground next to him.”

	“I’m checking the Scripture.” Jane retrieved the Bible on the end table in the living room and returned to the kitchen. “Willa said it was in First Samuel.” Jane flipped pages. “Here it is, chapter twenty-four.” Jane read the entire chapter out loud, twice.

	“It’s an amazing story of integrity, loyalty and restraint,” Robert said. “Even if I created this in my mind because of Martha’s dream, I still get the feeling we are being shown something significant.”

	“Are you sure Joe is sleeping in the vision and not dead?”

	“No, he wasn’t on his back like a dead person, he was on his side like he was asleep.” Robert stood and paced the kitchen floor, then came back to grasp the back of the vinyl-covered kitchen chair. It gave him something tangible to grasp while he attempted to deal with ideas running through his head. 

	 “That piece of cloth cut out of Garrett’s shirt parallels the Bible story of David cutting a piece of Saul’s robe to show he could have killed him if he wanted. I haven’t read or heard that story preached since I was a kid, so it doesn’t fit that it was the power of suggestion.”

	“Maybe the idea surfaced from your subconscious since Willa referred to it. At any rate, your vision confirms what Martha believed her dream showed—that the sheriff could have hurt Joe but didn’t.”

	“All I know is I’ve never had an experience like that.” Robert rubbed the back of his neck to release the tension, then picked up their mugs and set them in the sink. He looked outside to see the predawn light outlining the trees. Sleep was no longer an option.

	“Robert, something occurs to me. Could God be using this situation to make himself real to Sheriff Barnes?”

	 Robert considered her question. He, like Sheriff Barnes, went through a period of questioning God in the loss of his wife. The grief ran deep. But gradually the hurt gave way, especially when he was able to share with other family survivors. “It could be, but something I know for sure—he’s made himself real to me.” 

	 

	 


 

	Chapter 24

	 

	Jane had left to shower and dress for the day. Robert had done the same and had put on a pot of coffee when Uncle Jim called.

	“Robert, I’m reporting in on my assignment.” His uncle spoke with an air of confidence.

	“What did you find out?”

	“I never saw Tip again, but I talked to the waiter at the café where I had seen him. The waiter didn’t know anything until I showed him a twenty-dollar bill.”

	“Crafty, Uncle Jim.”

	“He said the American—talking about Tip—had been there before and met with the same men. Get this. The men Tip met with were known to have drug connections. That’s all he would say. He made it clear he wouldn’t admit to anything he told me if asked.”

	“That’s good work, but please don’t ask any more questions down there. It could put you in danger.”

	“Wait. There’s more. I saw the two men Tip talked to again. They were in a basket shop your Aunt Edith drug me into. I posed her just right and acted like I was getting her picture and got theirs on my phone.”

	“Do you know how to text that picture?”

	“Maybe. Edith’s nephew showed me how to text. Never tried sending a picture.”

	“Give it a try. I’ll call when I get it. Then delete the picture from your phone.”

	“Is this real espionage?”

	Robert had no idea how deep the tentacles of Schumann’s operation might reach, but he knew these types of people didn’t play. “Let me put it to you this way. If word gets out you’re nosing around, it could get risky.”

	“Got it. I’ll try to send the picture. By the way, drive my truck some. Keys are on a hook behind the kitchen door. I don’t want the battery to go dead.”

	It took three tries by Uncle Jim to send the picture. The first two were blank. The third try was a perfect picture of Aunt Edith’s shoulder with two men as the focal point. One was tall with salt and pepper straight hair, the other was shorter with dark shaggy hair and a mustache. Robert notified his uncle that the picture came through and reminded him to delete it.

	Jane arrived from the cottage and headed straight for the coffee. 

	“Uncle Jim called and does good work,” Robert held up the photo on his phone for Jane to see.

	“Why is that good? He cut out your Aunt Edith.”

	“Those are the two guys he saw Tip talking to.”

	“Oh.” She took the phone and looked at the picture of the two men more closely. “That is good work.”

	“He found out they have drug connections.”

	“Guns and drugs. This is cloak and dagger stuff, isn’t it? If Garrett knew what they were doing and they had a falling out—there’s your motive for murder,” Jane said.

	“Could be. I need to call Vance and then go to Mobile to see Cameo.” 

	“Is it okay if I stay behind today? I need to do laundry and I definitely need to go to the store for ice cream sandwiches if we have any more of these late-night gigs.” 

	“I guess I’ve kept you pretty busy. Take Uncle Jim’s truck. He wants it driven so the battery doesn’t run down.”

	“Don’t you ever give it a rest? I mean do you ever go fishing or take time for yourself?”

	“Not when there’s work to do. And there’s always work to do.” 

	Jane threw her hands up in surrender. “Have it your way.”

	He would miss having Jane with him and that thought vexed him. Take time for himself? With Lori gone, he had no incentive to take time off. He was accustomed to working by himself and long hours—especially in a murder case. Leads had to be worked before the trail ran cold. Time for self had flown out of his vocabulary. He no longer worked for the state, but he would at least honor his father’s directive and work hard. 

	~

	Jane made out a shopping list after Robert left for Mobile. She grabbed her purse and Uncle Jim’s truck key when her phone jingled. Caller ID showed Evan’s name. 

	“I’m hoping I’ve given you enough time to rethink taking this job here.”

	“Evan, I may regret it later, but I don’t want to quit now. We are in the middle of an important case.” 

	“Really,” his voice condescending. “I wasn’t going to bring this up, but I’ve done some checking into this Robert Grey.”

	“What? Why?”

	“I’m concerned about your welfare. I doubt you know this, but I have it from a source in the Montgomery ABI office that your Robert Grey was forced to retire for embezzlement.” 

	A heat flushed through her body. “For starters, he’s not my Robert Grey and your source is wrong. He was charged with grand theft not embezzlement. And yes, I know.” 

	“And you’re going to continue to work with him?”

	“I will because I understand the circumstances. And since when are you concerned about my welfare?” Evan never called, sent a card, attended the funeral … nothing. 

	“I’m worried that you won’t have a chance for a kindergarten job in the fall. You know openings don’t become available that often.”

	“I’ll take my chances.” 

	“Don’t forget. You’re vested. Think about your pension.”

	She had a sinking feeling. 

	“In case you change your mind, I won’t make a permanent selection until Christmas break.”

	“Point taken. I’ll let you know.” 

	As she drove Uncle Jim’s truck to the grocery store on south Main Street, she considered what Evan said. His investigation of Robert’s background riled her, but he had stated two important truths. She had invested eleven years into the retirement system and kindergarten positions were at a premium.

	 Seeing Cherry Simmons coming out of the grocery store, halted all teacher thoughts. “Jane, hi,” Cherry said, “I was going to call you when I got back to the office.” Cherry carried a Styrofoam box. “I just ran in here to get lunch. I have the log records you wanted, September twenty-fourth through twenty-sixth.” 

	 “You’re wonderful. Do you want me to pick them up?”

	 “I’ve got them in my car. I can give them to you now.”

	 Jane followed Cherry to her car. She drove a white Honda Civic displaying a Re-elect Sheriff Barnes sticker. “I hope this helps the sheriff,” Cherry said, and handed Jane the paperwork.

	“I do too. I truly believe we are on the right track.”

	“Good. Let me know if I can do anything else.” Cherry started her car and departed.

	An hour later, Jane took her time driving back to Uncle Jim’s place. Summerfield Road displayed an array of trees. Many remained green but the few that changed color showed off in the noonday sunlight and brightened the landscape. Approaching the Wright’s Creek bridge, Jane came up on a white van in front of her. It looked like the van Tip drove. She slowed, and the van slowed, turning into the Schumann entrance.

	“It’s him,” she whispered. Tip must have returned from Mexico. She made a snap decision to follow him. But how? Trying to get in the gate was out of the question after being called down by Raffield. She pulled off the road near the bridge across from the Peeples’ property.

	She would have to get closer to see anything. Locking the truck, she crossed the road and edged down the creek bank on foot. Following the fence line, she remembered the gate she’d seen Danny use to go to Schumann’s property when they were investigating voter fraud. 

	Brambles and thorns snagged at her jacket and slacks. It would have been nice if she had worn hiking boots instead of flats, but she didn’t have the luxury of planning a romp in the woods. Actually, she had no plan. What she hoped to accomplish hadn’t even been a part of her thought process.

	She weaved in and out of trees and palmetto thickets and hoped it was cold enough for snakes to be hibernating when she spotted the gate. Wooden planks formed a bridge over the creek that led to another gate on the other side. 

	Jane eased through the gate. The path ended near the area used as the shooting range. The white van was parked in the clearing with the hood up and the side door open. Chad Smithley was there. He and Tip were engrossed in conversation. Danny checked something under the hood.

	 They were positioned with their backs to the path. The dirt embankment for the shooting range was over to her right. If she could get there, she might be able to make out what they were saying.

	Jane moved cautiously around the trees and brush until she was directly behind the embankment. Her pulse rate quickened. She inched her way to the edge of the dirt, knelt and listened. Her breath came in short spurts. What was she doing?

	Lord, nothing like asking after the fact, but please help me stay hidden.

	The voices were a bit muffled, but she caught a word now and then.  “... keep supply lines open ... Juarez ... next week ... good stuff.” 

	She maneuvered just a little to the right and peered around the dirt bank. As she did her head touched a target frame that toppled with a loud crash to the ground.

	“What the ... Danny go check that out,” Tip said.

	Jane’s heart hammered in her chest. She shrunk back, pressed herself against the embankment and held her breath. Sand poured down her neck. 

	 Footsteps approached. Danny looked directly at her and stared. Tiny hairs rose on her arms. “Probably just a coon,” he called back to the two men. With the fingers on his left hand thrust out, he cautioned her to stay still and he walked away. What?

	In a few minutes, she heard the hood go down on the van. Tip said, “Danny, get the stuff out, Chad has a buyer coming in.”  

	Jane remained still, afraid to move. Her eyes squeezed shut, she breathed another quick prayer. Footsteps returned and Danny reappeared. Was he going to out her?

	He stood beside the embankment looking into the woods and whispered, “I’m going over to the warehouse with them. You get out of here while you can.”

	“What’s so interesting over there Danny? You hear something else?” Danny’s face dropped all expression, and he stepped back. Chad’s face peered around the dirt embankment and focused on Jane. “Well, well. What this? You lost?” Her stomach felt like she swallowed a rock.

	  Jane stammered, “I ... I ...”  

	“Don’t strain over making up an excuse. Get up.”

	Danny’s helpful attitude had suddenly disappeared. She stood on weak legs and brushed gritty sand from her face and arms with trembling fingers.

	“Tip,” Chad called to his partner who walked out from behind the van. “Look what we found crouched behind the dirt bank.” He gave Jane a shove forward into the clearing.

	Tip was visibly shaken. He looked at Chad and blurted out, “Does she know about the drug shipment?”

	“Shut up.”

	“I ... I just want to know how much she knows.” Tip talked as if Jane wasn’t standing right there.

	Suddenly Chad pulled his right hand over his left shoulder and back-handed Tip. He staggered backward, barely able to correct his balance before he fell. His eyes were wide and fearful, like an animal desperate to protect itself. 

	“You need to get a grip,” Chad growled. “Danny, get some rope out of the van. Tie her up and put her in the back.” While Chad spoke, he took a handkerchief from his back pocket. He stretched the opposite corners, walked behind her and yanked the taut material between her teeth. His hands were rough. He pulled her hair with painful jerks as he tied the gag behind her head.

	Danny led Jane to the back of the van. The seats were folded down, so she was forced to climb in and sit with her legs extended. Danny wrapped the rope around her wrists, but it didn’t feel very tight. He wrapped rope around her ankles. She stared at him while he worked. When he finished tying the rope, he gave a last tug and gave her the same intent stare as when he first discovered her. He seemed to be telling her to remain still. 

	Words from Psalms crossed her heart.

	Be still and know that I am God.

	She nodded her head. The gag cut into the corners of her mouth. He closed the back-van door.

	Chad told Tip to get in the van. Tip climbed in the driver’s seat. Chad sat in the passenger seat. Jane could see the backs of their heads. Her mouth watered. She tried to swallow but drool ran down her chin. Above her, the ceiling of the van hung down, exposing a compartment with several large cellophane packages jammed in. Some of the packages contained white powder, some contained a variety of different colored pills.

	Tip whined, “What are we gonna’ do Chad?”

	“Shut up and let me think.”

	“It’s happening again.” Tip ran trembling fingers through his hair.  
 “Joe threatened our operation and got rubbed out. It would be nice if whoever murdered Garrett would bump her off.”

	“I doubt we’ll be so lucky to have someone drop in who wants her dead,” Chad said.

	  “Well, it happened with Garrett.”

	“Whoever killed him had nothing to do with our operation. This dame nosing around does.”

	“Maybe we can get rid of her and make it look like an accident?” Tip suggested.

	“It might be our only recourse,” Chad said. 

	Adrenaline shot through Jane’s system. Was this the end of the road for her? All that her life would amount to? She’d been wrapped up in trying something new. She hated the thoughts of being stuck in the classroom. And how was that working out for her?

	She tried to wipe the saliva pooling on her chin onto her shoulder and shifted to alleviate the pressure on her tailbone pressed against the hard metal van floor. What possessed her to step out on her own? Evan was right. She should stick to teaching. But would she have the chance? If Tip and Chad had their way … She wouldn’t go there. What made her think she could be a private eye, anyhow? The ropes binding her hands and feet made it abundantly clear she was no investigator.

	Tip turned the key in the ignition, but nothing happened.

	Outside the roar of fast approaching vehicles sounded and a plume of dust covered the back windows of the van. The front van doors were snatched open. Jane caught a glimpse of arms and handcuffs. There were shouts to “Get down! On the ground!”

	The back doors flung open. Robert? She had never seen his face so graven. Jane stared in disbelief and her body shook involuntarily. 

	“It’s okay.” Robert said. “Thank God, you’re all right.” He pulled the gag off. Danny appeared and worked to untie her feet while Robert untied her hands. “These ropes were loose,” Robert said.

	“Thanks to him,” she said nodding toward Danny.

	“Yes. Thanks to him.” Robert turned to Danny and shook his hand. 

	“Help me understand what’s going on?” Jane said to Robert. 

	“Meet undercover ATF agent, Danny Peeples,” Robert said.

	“A brave lady,” he said with a bow.” Danny had transformed from impassive to animated and communicative.

	“More like foolish and impulsive, I’m afraid,” Jane said, rubbing her wrists. 

	Robert helped Jane climb out of the van. There were three plain Crown Victoria vehicles angled in behind the van, their doors standing open. Two men, in black t-shirts, jeans and caps with the ATF emblem, put Tip and Chad in the back seat of separate vehicles. Jane’s mouth went slack at the sight of a handcuffed Frank Schumann being escorted from the warehouse to the third car by Vance Freed.  

	Danny went over to speak to the ATF men.

	Jane stood in the dusty clearing. Bottled up tears began to flow down her cheeks. She felt light-headed and reached for Roberts’s arm. 

	“You’re okay. Just hang on to me.”

	“But …”

	“But what?”

	“I left ice cream in your uncle’s truck.”

	 


 

	Chapter 25

	 

	“Jane, my hat’s off to you for your bravery.” Sheriff Barnes was hosting breakfast for Robert and Jane in his kitchen and he served another round of coffee.

	  “Brave is hardly the way it felt. Especially after Robert pointed out all the things that could have happened.”

	“Evidence of God’s protection,” Robert said. As soon as he said it, he could feel the cloud of anguish descend on the sheriff.

	 Barnes was quiet a moment and then spoke from the heart. “I’m sorry, but I can’t help wonder why God intervenes in some situations and not others.”

	The sheriff’s expression was somber and concerned like it was in the snapshot vision Robert had early the morning before. He found it hard to believe it had been only twenty-four hours since he saw the sheriff looking down on a sleeping Joe Garrett in that dark cave. The vision was still compelling and clear, but he had a check in his spirit about sharing it with Barnes right now.

	“I don’t profess to have all the answers,” Robert said. “We will face trials, but God can use them to help us grow.”

	 “If that’s the case I should be ten feet tall by now.” 

	His joke helped lighten the tension in the room. “Fill me in on what transpired yesterday. The newspaper said Alabama Bureau of Investigations and Alcohol, Tobacco and Firearms agents were involved.”

	“An investigation into gun trafficking and missing weapons from the Marine Supply Depot in Albany was being worked separately by ABI and ATF but miraculously all came together,” Robert said.

	Barnes gave a rare smile. “That is a miracle.”

	“When Jane and I were at Schumann’s investigating your case, I got the tag number from a truck with a Marine Supply Depot sticker making a suspicious delivery. When Uncle Jim called to say he saw Tip Connelly in Mexico meeting with men who turned out to be members of a Mexican drug cartel, the dealings all came together with Schumann’s operation at the center.” 

	“How were the agencies set to raid Schumann’s farm when they did?”

	“I was just returning to Pine Bluff from Mobile when Freed called. The state plane flew him in from Albany. He had warrants to serve at Schumann’s and asked me to join him.”

	“Was my office notified about the raid?” Robert noted that Barnes still referred to the sheriff’s office as his. 

	“No time. ATF had been tracking the drug shipment and was waiting for Freed to arrive with the warrants when Jane stumbled in on the operation. Danny Peeples, who turned out to be an undercover ATF agent, called and let us know they were holding Jane and it was time to move.”

	“How did you get past the gate at Schumann’s?” Barnes asked Jane.

	“From the Peeple’s property. I had seen Danny go through a gate on the creek side when we took photos of Ida Mae Peeple’s gravestone during the voter fraud investigation,” Jane said.

	“I knew the main gate’s combination from watching Smithley punch it in and we got the jump on them,” Robert said. “ATF guys walked right in on Schumann supervising the concealment of a load of weapons in a bin filled with wood pellets. Those pellets made the perfect packing material for his operation.”

	“By the time Raffield was notified of the raid, all that was needed from him was jail space. He didn’t hide the fact that he was miffed,” Robert said.

	“I imagine he had a tough time locking up his buddy, Schumann. I feel for Raffield.” Barnes said, shaking his head. 

	Jane gave Robert a look of exasperation that spoke to Raffield’s questionable trustworthiness.  

	The sheriff evidently picked up on it. “I know Raffield. He’s always wanted to be in charge, but he’s a good law man.”

	“How did Schumann’s operation manage to get an inside supplier at the Marine depot?” Barnes asked.

	“Tip is a small-time hoodlum from way back. One of his gun-trading connections knew Jackson Dibbs worked at the supply depot. Tip approached him when he found out Dibbs’ daughter was a cancer patient and he was strapped for funds. It was a perfect opportunity to leach off the poor guy’s need.”

	“It sounds like Tip is talking?”

	“Like a woman who just had a gag removed,” Robert said with a wink to Jane. 

	 Jane rolled her eyes back at him, but it gave her an opening to jump in the conversation. “He’s not the only one who talked,” Jane said. “While Tip and Chad were trying to figure out what to do with me, they talked about the Garrett murder. 

	“Oh?” The sheriff wrinkled his forehead.

	“Chad remarked that I knew too much just like Garrett. Then Tip said he wished whoever murdered Garrett would get rid of me.” 

	Barnes stared at her like he was waiting for her to say more.

	“See?” Jane said. “They were talking like they didn’t know who did it. That narrows down our suspect list, right?”

	Barnes clasped his hands together and squeezed them until the knuckles turned white. “That just tells me they had motive, but Tip apparently didn’t do it. Where does that leave me?”

	Jane looked at Robert in disappointment. Robert knew that Jane believed Tip’s remark had eliminated all the Schumann operation suspects, since they didn’t know who did it. 

	“Realistically you’re right, sheriff,” Robert said. Tip wouldn’t necessarily know if Schumann or Chad had done the murder, but at least indications are, from what Jane overheard, that they didn’t do it.” 

	“It didn’t sound like they thought you did it,” Jane said, trying to give her news a positive spin.

	“What concerns me is that as the suspect list is narrowed, it just seems to point back to me all the more,” Barnes stood and paced.

	 “Sheriff, look at it this way. You’re not on our suspect list. What happened yesterday ruled out Tip and Danny, but I still believe we are just that much closer to finding the real murderer.”

	“You’re right. But I have to tell you I feel helpless, like I’m sitting on the end of a limb that’s being sawed off.” 

	“I understand, but remember we are here to support you.” Robert truly did know the helpless feeling that washes over you, leaving you weak and hopeless.

	Lord, calm his heart and direct our next steps

	With a surge of energy, Robert said, “Enough talk. We have work to do. Agent Freed gave me the tag registration information we wanted from the Jiffy Store video yesterday.”

	“We also have the PBPD and sheriff’s office radio logs we requested,” Jane said.  “Nancy Weigel and Cherry came through for us. Nancy was kind enough to run off extra copies of all this paperwork for us to work on.”

	“It’s a relief to hear somebody is willing to help,” Barnes said.  “I’m ready to go to work.” 

	“We have three sets of materials to go over. I propose we each go over the items and jot down notes independently with no talking like we did at Cameo’s office with the discovery materials,” Robert said. 

	They agreed, and all helped clear the table. The sheriff rounded up notepads and pencils and put on more coffee in preparation.

	“We are looking for times and places the sheriff’s gun could have been accessed, right?” Jane asked.

	“Yes, hopefully the log sheets from the sheriff’s office will help us do that,” Robert said. “On the tag information look for names of people that might have used the pay phone or might have seen who used the pay phone. Owen Hatch is one we already know we need to interview.”

	 “What did you have in mind with Chief Garrett’s radio logs?” Barnes asked Robert.

	“Look for clues about who he was dealing with that could help identify an enemy. We know from what Jane overheard yesterday that Garrett knew something about the Schumann operation. What we don’t know is how involved he might have been and how long he knew about it. Anything you see that might be helpful, write it down and we’ll go over it after we’ve reviewed everything.”

	After an hour when they were all ready, Robert said, “Sheriff, let’s start with you.” 

	 The sheriff cleared his throat and said, “The most obvious thing on the tag registration sheet was the tag entry that came back on a 2007 4-door white Nissan registered to Joseph Garrett—Tammi Garrett’s car. That vehicle left at 10:07 right before I got there at 10:10.”

	Robert and Jane both checked off that notation on their summary sheets. Robert made a note to ask Tammi about it. 

	The sheriff continued, “The only other tag I noted was the one listed to Bio-energy Incorporated on 100 Summerfield Road.”

	“The tag was supposed to be on a truck but according to our video notes, that tag was on a sedan,” Robert said.

	“That vehicle left at 10:25. It’s possible Schumann or someone in his employment contacted Garrett from the Jiffy Store,” Barnes said.

	“Okay, anything else on the tag numbers?” Jane and Barnes shook their heads. “Let’s look at the log sheets from the sheriff’s office.” 

	“From looking at my log sheets,” the sheriff continued, “here’s the best explanation I can come up with about my gun. I think whoever took it had the best opportunity Friday when I was parked behind the diner. Rad told me in the restaurant he put my gun under my seat. It’s possible people around us heard him.” He took a sip of coffee and paused a moment. “It’s also possible the suspect returned it Sunday morning when I got back home from the Jiffy Store. Ranger, my German shepherd, had a barking fit and I felt too lousy to check on it.” 

	“Sheriff, during all the stops you made on Saturday,” Jane said, “were you ever away from your car?”

	“No. That’s why I eliminated that as a possibility. I spoke to a couple of citizens on a dog problem and I was standing by my car the whole time.  Friday and Saturday nights I would have heard Ranger if anyone came around my car.” 

	 “Assuming then that Raffield put the gun in your car Friday, what you’re proposing sounds like a good theory. Jane, anything to add about the gun?”

	“No. If you’re reasonably sure the dog would have alerted you Friday or Saturday nights, what you’re saying makes sense, sheriff,” Jane said.

	“Look at your notes on Chief Garrett’s radio log sheets next. Do you see anything of help there, sheriff?”

	“He frequented Schumann’s office, which is no surprise.”

	“I agree,” Robert said. “I noticed his sign-out times at the general store that started in February with a frequency of once or twice a week and increased to a pattern of almost daily at ten o’clock in the morning in March, April and May.”

	“Probably when he was planning campaign strategy with Schumann,” Barnes said.

	“It’s my bet that’s also when his affair fired up with Tammi,” Jane observed. “Remember what Mr. Hancock said?” She directed her comment to Robert who nodded.

	“What did Mr. Hancock say?” Barnes asked.

	“He claimed you could almost set your clock by Tammi walking from the diner after the breakfast rush to the back of the general store when Garrett arrived.” 

	“That was another constant I saw,” Barnes said. “The Downtown Diner was pretty much a daily lunch habit for Garrett 12:30 to 1:15.”

	“Here’s another thing I thought was interesting,” Jane said. “In May he signed out three times at the wayside park on Summerfield Road around 8:00 p.m.”

	“He was probably off duty, because the wayside park is out of his jurisdiction,” Barnes said.

	“Why sign out, if you’re off-duty? Jane asked.

	“Habit. Technically a lawman is considered in service twenty-four/seven,” Barnes said. 

	“Could Garrett have been meeting someone there?” Jane spoke out the question that lay over their heads like a blanket.

	“And could that someone have taken my gun to the meeting?” Barnes theorized.

	 “A thought,” Robert said taking their ideas a step further. “The park is near Schumann’s farm. Could he have been meeting Schumann there? Maybe to pick up campaign money?”

	 “I’m still thinking romance,” Jane countered. “Maybe a rendezvous place for Tammi and Joe.” 

	 “It could be we’re seeing how that romance developed right on these pages,” Barnes said. 

	“I noticed the sign-off times for the Roadside Café,” Robert added. “It’s like Nancy said. The day of the murder he spent more time there than usual.” 

	“It was apparently because he was talking to his ex-wife,” Jane said.

	“Before he left the restaurant, he got a phone call according to Vera. That timing matches his cell phone record. He received the call from the Jiffy Store at 10:02. He was 10-8 from the restaurant at 10:14.”

	“If Vera was there, she likely knows something about that call,” Barnes said.

	Robert smiled, figuring the sheriff knew every waitress in the county on a first name basis. “You’re right. Vera said she thought the call was probably from a family member ’cause it sounded like he said ‘love you’ at the end of the conversation.”

	“And Tammi’s car was at the Jiffy Store.” Sheriff Barnes said slowly and deliberately. “Talk to Owen Hatch and see if he saw her there.” 

	~

	“Robert, you have to come to Velma’s house right away. She needs to talk to you.” Willa’s urgent call came after Robert and Jane left the sheriff’s house with new clues to search out. 

	Willa’s car was parked in front of Velma’s now familiar neatly trimmed front walk. 

	“Here we go again,” Robert said. 

	 Willa and Velma greeted them at the front door. Velma invited them in graciously, unlike their previous visit. Robert sunk into the overstuffed couch and pictured himself needing a hand to get out of it. Jane wisely opted for a chair. Velma seemed nervous and absent-mindedly twisted the edges of her apron. She looked to Willa to start the conversation.

	“We appreciate you coming so quickly,” Willa said. “I should think you would still be getting over all that happened yesterday, Jane.” 

	“It was enough excitement to last me awhile.” To Velma, Jane said, “You must be very proud of your son, Ms. Peeples.” 

	She nodded but looked as if she would burst into tears if she tried to talk.

	“Is he here?” Robert asked.

	“No.” Willa interceded. “He had to go to Montgomery.” 

	 ‘‘You needed to see us?” Robert tried to help her get to the point.

	“Yes,” Willa sent a quick reassuring glance over to Velma. “Velma called this morning and asked that I help arrange a meeting with you.”

	“Okay. You did. Can you tell me why?” Robert directed this question to Velma.

	She opened her mouth as if trying to find her voice. She looked down at her lap, clasped her hands together in a prayerful manner and said in one long breath, “I’ve been holding back information. I’m sorry. I did it ’cause I feared for my son.” 

	“Okay. And you’re ready to talk to us now?” 

	Velma nodded. Robert signaled Jane to take notes.

	“You wanted to know if I saw or heard anything the morning Chief Garrett was discovered. I did.” 

	Robert waited.  Her upper lip started to tremble. She took a deep breath and said, “I was going to go to church that morning. Willa and Martha had been so kind to check on me, so I thought I would go. When I got to Summerfield Road, I saw Danny speeding out of the wayside park, at least I thought it was him. It was a white car and the driver was wearing red.”

	Robert shot a quick glance to Jane. Was this the break they needed?

	Velma continued like she had to get this out or she might suffocate.

	“Danny had worn a red jacket that morning. I felt I had to see what was going on—why he was speeding away.” She broke from the story and looked Robert straight in the eye for the first time. “I knew he was faking a mental breakdown. A mother just knows. I thought he was a coward and had looked for a way to be sent home.” Her face contorted as if tears might flow.

	“It must have been a tremendous relief to find out he was really working undercover,” Jane commented.

	Willa picked up a box of tissues from the table beside her chair and handed it to Velma. “It turns out Danny didn’t really have a head injury,” Willa said. “Since he was from Pine Bluff, the government recruited him to work illegal firearms coming out of this area. The head injury was part of his cover.” 

	“Yes.” Velma blew her nose. “It was such a relief to hear him talking normally again, even though it was all business.  When things calmed down and he left for Montgomery, that’s when I realized what I’d done.”

	“What did you do?” Robert redirected.

	“I went to the park and I saw the chief’s car. I went over to talk to him hoping to find out what was going on.” She looked down at her lap. She was anxious and started rolling the edges of her apron up and down again. “When I went over to his car ... oh Lord forgive me ... I saw he was dead, and I ran. I got in my car and I left.” 

	“Did you ever tell anyone?”

	“No. No one. I never told Danny what I saw.” She looked up with pleading miserable eyes. “I thought he did it.” She did weep then, and Willa patted her on the knee.

	“He left this morning before I could bring myself to tell him what I did,” she said, regaining her composure. “That’s when I called Willa.”

	“Well you’re doing the right thing now. We’ll have to report this to ABI.”

	“I know I’ve helped cover up a crime and I should be punished ...”

	“There is no law that mandates you have to report a crime. I can help you with that, but I need you to give me a taped statement as to what you saw.”

	“Of course.”

	“You say you thought it was Danny. You didn’t believe it was the sheriff?”

	“Oh, no. That car was nothing like what the sheriff drives. It looked a lot like Danny’s Honda.”

	Velma gradually calmed down after she related the information she had bottled up. She gave a statement and detailed as much as she could of what she saw. She couldn’t describe the driver other than the flash of red she’d seen.

	“Willa, you have proved to be an invaluable assistant in this case,” Robert said as they were leaving.

	“I’m glad to help.” Willa stopped at the end of the walk thrust her arms heavenward and surprised Robert and Jane with a jubilant shout. “Isn’t God good!” She turned and flashed a grin that could crack any wall of depression and said, “This is a direct answer to prayer and my spirit’s telling me it’s not over yet.”

	 “Well, hallelujah cousin, I agree with your spirit.”

	“Good,” Willa said as if that settled the matter. “Now I’m off to check on Martha. She’s still at Tammi’s. The girl sleeps an awful lot and needs to eat more.”  

	 Robert opened Willa’s car door for her.

	 “This episode with Tammi has been a blessing in disguise for Martha,” Willa said. Being needed is helping Martha as much as it is Tammi. I’m taking her some clothes and groceries.” Willa pointed to a stack of clothes and two grocery bags of food.

	“You’re an amazing woman, cousin,” Robert said, closing her door. “We need to talk to Tammi again, so we may see you over there later. Right now, we have to go pick Owen Hatch’s brain.” 

	“Shouldn’t take long.” Willa chuckled. “And you can tell him I said that.” Willa pulled out of the front yard in her white Oldsmobile still sporting a sign promoting library events.

	Jane waved a good-bye to Willa and posed the question, “Have you noticed how everyone involved in this case seems to drive white cars?” 

	Robert smiled as they climbed into his white truck, “Now all we have to do is match one of the white cars to a driver in red.”

	~

	  Behind Owen Hatch’s house, he stooped over the engine of a truck with the hood propped up. A hound that didn’t seem to mind Robert and Jane’s presence thumped his tail against the ground.

	“Do you work all the time, Hatchet?” Robert called out. Owen jumped and bumped his head. “You need a dog that barks warnings.”

	Owen grinned, rubbed his head with the back of his hand and then wiped his grimy hands on a rag stuffed in his coveralls. “Don’t talk bad about my watch dog. He watches everybody that comes up here. What brings you my way again?”

	“I suppose you know we’re working the murder case involving Sheriff Barnes.”

	“Sure,” he snorted. “Nellie keeps me informed.” Owen cleared some boxes filled with auto parts from brown metal folding chairs set up on the dirt floor of the shed. “Come. Sit down. What can I do for you?” 

	“A video from the Jiffy Store on State Road 202 shows you gassing up your truck Sunday morning the day of Chief Garrett’s murder. Do you remember that?”

	“Yeah. I read in the paper about the sheriff being there and using the phone, but that must have been after I was there.”

	“Did you see anyone using the phone when you were there?”

	“I’ve thought about it, but no. Only person I remember seeing that I knew was Tammi Garrett. It’s a shame when you think about what she had to face later that day.”

	 Robert gave Jane a crisp nod. Here was a puzzle piece, long searched for, that just fit into place.

	“Tell me what you remember—the time, what she was driving, wearing—anything you recall.”

	“Let’s see ...” he started rubbing his hands on his grease-stained knees as if it helped him think. “She was driving her Nissan Altima. I know that ’cause I’ve worked on the brakes before.”

	“Color of the car?”

	“White.”

	“Did you see her get out of the car?”

	“No, I was gassing up and I looked up and saw her getting in her car. She put a case of water on the back seat and parked over on the left-hand side of the store.”

	“The side the pay phone is on?”

	“Right.”

	“Did you see her using the phone?”

	“No, no. All I saw was her getting in the car.”

	“So, she could have used the phone?”

	“I guess. But I didn’t see her if she did.” 

	“Did you notice what she was wearing?” 

	“No...” He responded slowly as if trying to rerun the scene from the Jiffy Store in his mind. “I can’t say ... You think she ...?”

	“What I think is I need your statement on tape.” 

	 

	 


 

	Chapter 26

	 

	Pulling in the drive on Redbird Street, Robert and Jane parked behind Tammi’s white Nissan. Robert noted that the tag number matched the one seen on the Jiffy Store video. Martha and Willa’s vehicles were parked in front on the street. The appearance of the house and yard was noticeably improved. The leaves were raked and the dead flowers at the front door were gone.

	Willa, with Martha, greeted them at the door.

	“You ladies hire out?” Robert said when he walked in the living room. All the trash and mess had been replaced with the smell of furniture polish, freshly vacuumed carpets and pleasant aromas coming from the kitchen. “This looks like a different place.”  

	“It took us a couple of days,” Willa said. “You two come sit down. We’ll have some iced tea while lunch finishes cooking.”

	“You must eat lunch with us,” Martha added. “I’ve got a huge pot of chicken and dumplings on the stove and the cornbread is in the oven. I’ll let Tammi sleep until it’s ready.”

	“You’ve got two takers.” They all went to the kitchen. Martha checked things on the stove. Willa poured sweetened hot tea into a pitcher and filled it with cold water.

	“How is Tammi?” Jane asked. 

	“We talked some this morning, but mostly she’s been sleeping, I suppose side-effects from those pills.”

	“The sleeping is probably a mixture of depression and the pills should took. But I would think the effects would have worn off by now.” Jane said.  

	“I need to ask her some questions that have come up. Do you think I’ll be able to talk to her?” Robert asked.

	“Hard to say. We talked about some things that upset her this morning,” Martha said.

	Martha’s hand caught on the plastic pitcher of tea left uncovered on the counter. It crashed to the floor sending tea everywhere.

	“I know where cleaning rags are,” Willa said. She pulled several rags from a bin in the pantry and everyone pitched in to clean up. When the mess was contained, Jane rinsed the rags in the kitchen sink. Robert supervised while Willa put on some more tea. 

	“I’m so sorry,” Martha said. “That was clumsy of me, but it’s hard to navigate in a different kitchen.” 

	“Robert,” Jane said, “look at this.” 

	Jane held up a wet, red Downtown Diner shirt with a large piece cut out of the front. Their eyes connected with a knowing that Martha and Willa didn’t understand. 

	“This shirt was in the pantry?” Robert asked. 

	“In the bottom of the rag bin. It was stained. I cut a piece off,” Willa explained. “Made a good dust rag. 

	 Robert looked at Martha, “Could you share what you talked about that upset Tammi this morning?”

	 Martha sat at the table and clasped her hands together. “Tammi said she needed to get back to work. I said with her losing Joe and the baby so close together she should probably wait awhile longer.” 

	 “Tammi was surprised Martha would mention the baby,” Willa said.

	 “Was it a secret?” Jane asked.

	 Martha took a deep breath, “This is a small traditional town and getting pregnant before you’re married, especially when the father of the baby is married to someone else, isn’t something to broadcast.” 

	“The Pine Bluff grapevine took care of that,” Willa interjected.

	“You brought up the loss of the baby?” Robert prompted, to keep the story moving.

	“Right,” Martha continued. “Tammi broke down at the mention of the baby. She cried uncontrollably and the best I could understand is she thought Joe felt trapped by the baby and that he would be glad if she lost it.”

	“I assured her that he was heartbroken, even to the point of being angry. His whole world had been changed for that baby. I told Willa I thought that would comfort Tammi—to know he had talked to me and shared that he really wanted the baby.”

	Martha shook her head, lines on her forehead tightened into a frown. “But the little bit of color she had in her face just drained and she started crying harder.” 

	“She got so upset she told Martha she didn’t deserve to live,” Willa added.

	“I told her she mustn’t blame herself and encouraged her to go rest for a while.”

	Robert shot to his feet, “We had better check on her now.” 

	Martha appeared puzzled but led Robert down the hallway. The door at the end of the hall was closed.

	Martha turned the knob. “It’s locked. Tammi, honey,” she called out and knocked on the door. There was no answer.

	“I don’t know where a key would be.”

	 Robert ran his fingers over the door jam. “Check over the other doors,” he said to Jane and Willa.

	“Nothing,” they reported.

	“Would a bobby pin do?” Willa offered one from her hair.

	“It might.” Robert spread the bobby pin open and manipulated it through the hole in the doorknob while Martha continued to call out to Tammi. After a minute the doorknob yielded with a click. 

	Martha opened the door. “Tammi?” 

	Tammi was lying on her side facing the door. Her eyes were closed. On the nightstand next to her was a lamp, a clock radio, a notepad, a drinking glass and an empty cellophane bag. Robert went directly to her and felt for a pulse on her wrist. It was weak. 

	“Call 911. Tell them we have a possible drug overdose. There’s a faint pulse.”

	Jane pulled her cell phone from her pocket and made the call.

	“I thought she was resting. I never dreamed ...” Martha choked back tears. Willa patted the shoulder of her friend. 

	“Help is on the way,” Jane said as she ended her call. “Robert, let’s pray for her.”

	The group huddled together clasping hands. Martha held Tammi’s hand tightly while they prayed for God’s healing hand to touch her body. In just minutes, the whine of sirens could be heard.

	Robert looked at the notepad on the nightstand. On it were scrawled the words, It’s my fault.

	~

	Thad Eckstrand and his rookie sidekick Dean Keslowski, arrived from the Mobile ABI office about an hour after acting Sheriff Raffield notified him of the suicide attempt. Robert had remained with Raffield, who secured the scene. Jane went with Willa and Martha to the hospital.

	Eckstrand appeared sullen and annoyed. “What are you doing here?” He directed the question to Robert more in the line of a demand than an inquiry.

	“Merely here to help answer any questions you might have. I was here when Tammi Garrett was discovered.” 

	 His polite response seemed to unnerve Eckstrand. Robert watched as his nemesis shoved his hands in his jacket pockets and planted his feet in a law officer stance. It was obvious he would have to work at restraining his frustration in seeing a huge hole blasted into the tidy case he’d built against Sheriff Barnes.

	“I appreciate that,” he said with a wry smile. “And just how did that discovery come about?”

	Robert gave him a thumbnail sketch of what had occurred. “I came here a couple of days ago to interview Ms. Garrett about anyone who might want to harm her husband. This place was a mess and so was she. Her mother-in-law came to help. I returned to conduct a follow-up interview with Tammi and that’s when we found her.”

	“You want me to think she murdered her husband with this confession note Raffield told me about?” Eckstrand spoke with an arrogant air. “Looks to me like you may have pushed her over the edge with your questions.” 

	“Hold up.” Robert had to squelch the fury boiling inside. “My primary job is to clear the sheriff. I can interview anybody that will talk to me. The way I see it, I’m helping you solve your case by finding the real murderer.” Robert’s clenched teeth made his jaw ache.

	Keslowski stopped taking notes and took turns giving Robert and Eckstrand anxious looks. Raffield stood back.

	“I’ll be the judge of that. Show me where the suicide attempt took place,” he demanded. 

	“Back here,” Raffield said, and led the way down the hallway. “The property has been taped off outside to keep curious onlookers away. Nothing has been moved in here,” Raffield hesitated and looked at Robert, “at least since I arrived with the EMTs.”

	“Everything has been left as it was when we found her,” Robert said. “I had to use a bobby pin to open the door. She had it locked. Jane used her cell phone to call 911.”

	“Bring the crime scene equipment back here and start processing,” Eckstrand directed his coworker.

	“The only item that I believe is a piece of evidence that has been disturbed, is the red Downtown Diner shirt that was found in the rag bin,” Robert said. 

	 Eckstrand looked at Robert with raised eyebrows.

	“It was discovered after it had been used as a rag. It’s in the kitchen.”

	Keslowski walked in the bedroom with the crime scene case. “Keslowski, grab an evidence bag and gloves and come with us to the kitchen,” Eckstrand said.

	 The red shirt hung on the edge of the sink where it had been rinsed out after the tea spill. 

	“What makes you think this is evidence?”

	“It may not be. But the stains on it, I believe, warrant checking out.”

	 Eckstrand put on gloves that his sidekick, Keslowski, handed him and he lifted the shirt. He held it up as if it was a dirty diaper. “Why is a big piece missing?” 

	“It was cut and used as a cleaning rag by my father’s cousin, Willa Lancaster. She’s been helping Garrett’s mother clean the house.”

	Eckstrand closed his eyes and scrunched up his nose as if he smelled a foul odor. “Any idea where the missing piece is now?”

	Robert pointed to the red rag draped on top of the vacuum cleaner by the pantry door. “It hasn’t been touched since it was used for dusting yesterday.”

	“Keslowski, bag and date these items. I want them tested right away.”

	 

	 


 

	Chapter 27

	 

	The sky was darkening, and little goblins emerged from their houses. Tomorrow, Sunday, was October thirty-first, so Saturday had been declared the day for children to go trick or treating in the community. Halloween—the one night when children could hide behind disguises of cowboys, superheroes, ballerinas and lady bugs. The rest of the year was earmarked for adults to hide behind their masks of greed, hate, lust, and deceit.

	Robert had left Eckstrand and his sour expression to go to the hospital. He found Martha, Willa and Jane outside the emergency room in a small sparse cubicle with six vinyl-covered chairs and a table covered with assorted magazines. 

	 Robert sat next to Jane. “Any word yet?”

	“One of the nurses just checked her status and reported to us. They pumped Tammi’s stomach. She’s being monitored but is still unconscious.”

	Robert spoke to Martha, “I know this is a difficult time, but there is something you need to know before the ABI investigators arrive.”

	“ABI?” Martha looked puzzled.

	“Alabama Bureau of Investigations. They are handling Joe’s murder investigation.”

	“Oh, yes of course. But why would they come here?”

	“The note Tammi wrote ...”

	“That it was her fault?” Martha shook her head and pushed back a strand of hair that had come loose from the long gray hair piled atop her head.  “I think the poor girl has taken guilt on herself in her grief.”

	“There’s reason to believe there’s more to it than that,” Robert said.

	“Oh?” Martha gave him a quizzical look, along with Jane and Willa.

	“The dream you had the other night when you felt the sheriff was innocent. I had a vision that paralleled yours yesterday morning.”

	“Of Joe and the sheriff in the cave?” Martha asked.

	“Yes. I saw Joe lying in the cave with a red shirt and white pants. The sheriff was looking on, only in my vision there was a large piece of cloth cut out of the shirt and lying near the sheriff’s feet.”

	Willa was wide-eyed. “That’s even more like the King Saul and David story. David showed Saul how close he was able to get to him by cutting a piece of fabric from the king’s garment. He could have hurt Saul, but he didn’t.”

	“Like your dream, the vision gave me a strong sense that the sheriff was innocent and now that we have the note that Tammi wrote and a red shirt with a piece cut out …” 

	Martha stared at Robert giving him the feeling he had in times he had to break the news of a death to a family member. 

	“The red shirt in the rag bin, you believe it’s connected?” Willa asked. “But I’m the one who cut the piece out of the shirt. I don’t understand.”

	“And there’s nothing to understand.” Robert spun around. Eckstrand stood in the doorway with a piece of paper grasped in his fingertips. If you thought the spots on the red shirt were incriminating blood, you were wrong. The lab report identified the stain as cranberry juice.”

	Eckstrand walked to Robert, clapped him on the back like they were buds, and thrust the paper in his hand. “Sorry to interrupt but thought you’d want to know. If there is anything else you want to share with me, I’ll be outside Ms. Garrett’s room waiting for her to wake up.”

	Robert, with squinted eyes, followed Eckstrand as he walked out of the room. His back muscles twitched from Eckstrand’s touch and the beginnings of an ache thrummed in his head.

	“Cranberry juice. That’s a relief,” Martha said. “Surely you didn’t think Tammi—” 

	Robert blew out tense air. “I’m not sure of anything.” He folded the report from Eckstrand and handed it to Jane. “I think your dream and my vision are meaningful but in what way, I don’t know. I do know there are two eyewitnesses who saw a white car with something red on the driver’s side leaving the wayside park at a high rate of speed. I admit that I had thought the red could have been Tammi’s shirt.”

	“There was also an eyewitness that saw Tammi near the phone at the Jiffy Store where a call was made to Joe that morning,” Jane added.

	Robert was left with bits of information, puzzle pieces but nothing seemed to fit anymore. Least of all him in an investigative role. He could no longer trust the instincts that he once depended on to solve cases. Maybe this was the answer to his prayer for direction letting him know he was in the wrong business. Martha and Willa sat in silence with frowns on their faces,

	 The emergency room doctor stepped into the waiting room and called out, “Garrett family?” 

	All the strain of trying to assimilate what they had been discussing halted. “Yes,” Martha said. She got up from her chair slowly.

	Robert heard the doctor confirm to Martha what Jane had explained to him. Tammi remained in guarded condition and would be monitored for the night. 

	 “I’ll be right here,” Martha said to the doctor. She returned and sat down heavily. 

	“Now is when prayer kicks in,” Willa said. She spoke a heartfelt prayer for Tammi’s recovery and for the identity of the murderer of Joe Garrett to be made known.

	Mary Lee from the diner popped her head around the corner. She was dressed in the restaurant uniform of khaki slacks and a red Downtown Diner shirt. Her light brown hair was pulled into a ponytail.

	“I’m glad to find familiar faces. I just heard about Tammi and came right over. Have you heard anything?” 

	They filled Mary Lee in on Tammi’s status.

	“As soon as I heard about her suicide attempt, I decided I’d better tell somebody,” Mary Lee said.

	“Tell what?” Robert asked.

	“Tammi didn’t want me to tell, but she’s been so depressed, and the doctor needs to know so he can treat her.”

	“What does the doctor need to know?” Jane asked.

	“That Tammi didn’t have a miscarriage. She aborted the baby.”

	Martha sucked in air. “Oh no.” She hung her head, shaking it from side to side. “When? How?”

	“That no-good step-brother of hers gave her some kind of pills to take. I checked on her at home when she missed work. That’s when I found out. The pills worked all right. She was in a mess in the bed. I helped clean her up. She swore me to secrecy and wouldn’t let me call a doctor. But I gave Chad a piece of my mind when I saw him.” She used her hands to punctuate her words and plunked down on a chair in the waiting room. “She did get okay physically, but emotionally she’s been a disaster.”

	“Why did she want an abortion?” Willa asked. 

	“She told me she did it for Joe. Community image and all.”

	“How would aborting the baby help?” Jane asked.  

	“She was told that when the pregnancy started showing, it would be an embarrassment and hurt him politically.” Mary Lee bit her lower lip and said softly, “She got it in her head that it would be the best way to help him and their marriage.”

	“Do you think Joe told her to end the pregnancy?” Jane asked.

	“There’s no way.” Martha spoke out with a strong voice that startled the others. “Joe wanted children desperately,” 

	 Mary Lee nodded her head vigorously in agreement. “I got the impression it was someone else—not Joe—that convinced her to do it because he was mad when he found out.”

	“Did he find out about the baby, the day of the recount?” Jane asked.

	“Yeah. She came in all broken up. Ernie had to send her home.”

	Jane pointed to Robert, “We must have witnessed him finding out.” To the others she said, “We overheard a heated argument behind the diner the day of the recount.”

	“Could have been short tempers because of the election—” Robert wasn’t able to finish because Mary Lee was shaking her head.

	“The big problem was Joe confronting Chad more than him losing the election.” Mary Lee sank back in the chair as if she’d just finished running a 10K race. “I know I promised her, but I couldn’t keep this to myself anymore. She needs some counseling or something after all she’s been through.”

	Jane stood then. “You’re right. With abortion trauma, I understand there are issues that surface that can be devastating.”

	“Like killing Joe?” Willa blurted out.

	“I’m just saying ... with the note ...”

	“She left a note? What did it say?” Mary Lee asked.

	Robert interjected, “This is a law enforcement matter now.”

	“None of this seems real.” Martha spoke softly. “I’m here but it’s like I’m listening to a story about someone else.”

	Robert studied the little group assembled in the waiting room. Jane, Willa and Martha sat before him. Their faces wore expressions of worry.

	Mary Lee seemed dumbfounded at the suggestion that Tammi could have hurt Joe and spoke in a detached, reserved voice. “She stood right beside me handing out water the day Joe was murdered. Tammi’s good to do volunteer work. She helps out at the homeless mission on her days off. Few people know that about her. But the day Joe was killed, she acted like a robot. I asked her if she was okay. She said, ‘I don’t know, I really don’t know.’”

	 

	 


 

	Chapter 28

	 

	Jane, drowsy but too uncomfortable to sleep, pushed back in the vinyl and chrome hospital chair and propped her head against the wall trying to imitate a recliner position. She eyed the clock on the wall with the second hand making its steady rounds. It was 3:00 a.m., officially Halloween.

	Willa and Mary Lee had gone home. Robert and Martha had walked to the coffee shop to stretch their legs and bring back hot chocolate.

	Agent Keslowski had returned to Mobile with the gathered evidence. Eckstrand was stationed at the end of the hall outside Tammi’s room to make sure he was around when she awoke. He was dozing along with most of the sleepy hospital. 

	Jane rested her eyes but was still aware of the soft beeps of IV monitoring machines coming from rooms along the hall. There were occasional muffled footsteps mixed with squeaks on the polished floor from rubber-soled shoes of nurses and other hospital employees attending to their duties.

	Her mind replayed events of the past few days. Like watching movie out-takes, the players and events swirled inside her head, making sleep impossible. The images of various characters—Barnes, Raffield, Martha, Tammi, Cherry, Willa, Rose and Catfish—were all mixed up with assorted places and things—the festival, a gun, the general store, Tammi’s house, a red shirt with cranberry stains. 

	Out of the recesses of her mind, the clicking sound of hard-soled shoes roused her attention. Jane peered through half-opened eyes to see a nurse disappear into Tammi’s room. She settled back into her reverie, her mind continuing to work over people, places and clues when her eyes popped open. The hazy fog that clouded her mind cleared just like the sun breaking through the clouds on a dreary overcast sky.

	The shoes. There was something wrong with the nurse’s shoes. She hurried across the hall to Tammi’s room and peered in. Tammi lay on her back, eyes closed, just as she had for the past several hours. The nurse was clamping the IV tubing and inserting a syringe needle into the port. She wore what appeared to be operating room attire—light green scrubs with an ear-loop mask covering her mouth and nose. An elastic surgical cap covered all but the black knot of hair coiled at the nape of her neck. It was the shoes that had bothered Jane in her half-asleep state. They were out of place. She wore black, hard-sole ankle boots that were fashionable but not the soft walking shoes worn by medical staff.

	A wave of knowing came over Jane. “I didn’t know you could use horse treatments on humans,” Jane said.

	Rose Garrett whirled around. The over-sized syringe clattered to the floor. Her eyes narrowed. They were dark, sinister, determined eyes.

	“You.” She virtually spit out the word as if it made her mouth taste bad. “You came into my town to meddle. This is none of your concern.”

	“It is when you start hurting people,” Jane said, praying for wisdom in the words she used.

	“Shut. Up.” The two words came out as separate, distinct commands. 

	“Why did you kill Joe?” Jane heard the words come out of her mouth but there was no thought process of her own behind them.

	“He lied to me.” Rose spoke in a strange monotone. No expression just words. She still held the IV in one hand and she methodically opened and closed the clamp with her thumb. 
“He was supposed to get rid of her and we would take the baby.”

	“But with the baby gone ...” Jane prompted to see if she would keep talking.

	“He said he had regrets but couldn’t leave Tammi. And that’s what I told him when I shot him. I regretted it, but he lied to me.” 

	“Why kill Tammi?”

	“She’s responsible. Don’t you see? She caused his death. It’s her fault. She has to pay.” 

	“You convinced her she was responsible, so she’d take her own life?”

	“And she couldn’t even do that right. She’s trouble, nothing but trouble,” Rose said, looking at her with black, loathsome eyes. She stooped to pick up the syringe as if she just remembered she was neglecting her duty.

	“I think I’ll be taking that.” Eckstrand’s voice startled Rose. She swung and jabbed the needle outward, grazing Jane’s arm. As she did, she yanked hard on the IV line she was still holding. The machine crashed to the floor, setting off an alarm. The needle in Tammi’s arm came loose. Eckstrand kicked the syringe from Rose’s hand. Robert arrived in time to grab her arms while Eckstrand handcuffed her.

	Rose shouted unintelligible words at the floor.

	Jane pressed her hand against the wound on her arm. She felt nothing at first but now the scrape began to sting.

	Martha stood in the doorway with a look of bewilderment, holding steaming beverage cups in each hand. 

	“Rose admitted to killing Joe.” Jane said and shook her head in disbelief at the once composed, stately woman reduced to a crumpled heap on the hospital floor. She had drawn into a fetal position and cried softly, childlike. 

	“I heard her confession,” Eckstrand said.

	Jane looked at Robert, who grabbed some paper towels by the sink and covered her bleeding arm.

	“Code Red, B wing,” sounded over the hospital PA system. 

	Eckstrand pulled the weeping Rose off of the floor and led her from the room.  

	 Martha, still clutching the cups tightly, stepped aside as the hospital alert team rushed in the room and went into action.

	There was movement under Tammi’s closed eyelids. “She’s waking up,” Martha whispered. “Dear Lord, she’s waking up.” 

	Gradually her eyes became tiny slits, then fluttered open.

	Halloween had become a day of unmasking. 

	 

	 


 

	Chapter 29

	 

	Robert pulled into Sheriff Barnes’ drive with Jane. Ranger barked their arrival. Cameo had contacted them to meet there at 7:00 a.m. Already having put in a long day, Robert should have been exhausted, but when a big break comes in a case the opposite occurs. It rejuvenates. The crash comes later.

	“How does it feel to be the heroine who saved Tammi and caught Joe Garrett’s murderer in one fell swoop? Robert unhooked his seatbelt and it retracted with a whap. 

	Jane sat in the passenger seat and stared at the sheriff’s dog with his fur bristled on his back.  “To be honest, a part of me feels numb and the other part feels like I participated in a scene from a movie.”

	The sound of tires squealing to a quick stop made them both jump.

	“That would be Cameo,” Robert said, not needing to turn around. “Let’s go meet her.”

	Cameo got out of her car talking and didn’t stop until they were all seated in the sheriff’s kitchen.

	“Once the confession is signed and the evidence is documented before the judge, I’ll file a motion to dismiss all charges against you, sheriff. When the request is blessed, the governor will issue an order of reinstatement and you can go back to work.”

	The sheriff wore the first real smile Robert could remember seeing on him. He was surprised the sheriff’s facial muscles hadn’t atrophied from non-use.

	“How in the world did you two get in the middle of breaking up a gun and drug smuggling ring one day and solving a murder the next?” Cameo asked, finally yielding the floor.

	“Better order in breakfast. That question will to take a while to answer,” Robert said.

	An ecstatic Mary Lee delivered a breakfast of cheese omelets, bacon, grits and toast from the Downtown Diner. 

	“Ernie says it’s on the house.”

	“Send our thanks. You deserve thanks for your help too, Mary Lee,” Robert said.

	Over breakfast, Robert and Jane updated the sheriff and Cameo on events that had led up to their arrival at Tammi’s. 

	“All the clues seemed to be pointing to Tammi.” Jane said. “The phone call, the white car, the red shirt, the note—”

	“Hold up. What’s this about a shirt?” Cameo asked.

	Robert looked at Jane, a little uncomfortable with sharing what he didn’t really understand himself.

	Jane began the story, which made Robert have to share the rest. “You remember Martha’s cave dream? Robert had one too.” Both Barnes and Cameo looked at Robert like he’d been holding out on them.

	Robert closed his eyes. The scene was still etched on his mind.

	“It was early Friday morning. I was awake, but my eyes were closed when suddenly it was like someone shoved a picture in front of my face. Joe Garrett was lying on the dirt floor of a cave. He was wearing white slacks and a red shirt just like Martha saw in her dream.”

	 “The colors mentioned by both eyewitnesses leaving the scene.” Barnes’ comment was that of a lawman stating facts. 

	 Robert opened his eyes and looked straight into Barnes’ intent stare. “In the vision, you were standing there looking at Garrett, but one thing differed from what Martha saw—the shirt had a big piece cut out and it was lying on the ground beside Garrett.”

	 “Amazing.” Cameo gave a slow shake of her head. “Even more like the Bible passage.” 

	“And because the scene was so like Scripture, I wondered if my mind had created the picture by the power of suggestion. But I couldn’t shake the feeling that it was more than that. I tried to go back to sleep, but every time I closed my eyes, I saw that scene. So—”

	“You’re making me crazy.” Jane said. “Tell them about the shirt we found.” 

	Robert stood and offered a good-natured bow. “You’ve got the floor.”

	“Thank you. At Tammi’s house yesterday, Martha spilled some tea,” Jane said. “Willa grabbed up a stained, discarded red Downtown Diner shirt from the rag bin and the shirt had a big piece cut out of it. Willa cut it to use as a cleaning rag.” 

	Cameo and the sheriff’s reactions left them wide-eyed and speechless—unusual for Cameo, for the sheriff not so much.

	Robert took the floor again. “I figured the stain on the shirt was Joe’s blood and with the other clues, I believed Tammi was the murderer.” 

	“But the stain turned out to be cranberry juice,” Jane said.

	“Maybe the significance in the vision was simply the red color as seen by the eyewitnesses,” Cameo said.

	“I suppose so,” Robert said. But something still bothered him about the red shirt with the piece cut out. Why the square of fabric in his vision? The mystery worried him like an irritating hangnail. 

	“Roses are red.” The sheriff offered his assessment. The sheriff was stingy with his words, but those he spoke were meaningful.

	“An insightful, poetic point, sheriff,” Cameo said, and everyone laughed. “Robert, do you think the red in the dreams could have been identifying Rose?”

	He shrugged. “I had the same feeling as Martha. That God was showing me the sheriff was innocent.” Robert drummed his fingers then suddenly slapped his hand on the table. “The kitchen towel sets.” 

	“Of course.” Jane clapped her hands. “Rose showed us how she cut large pieces from recycled shirts.” 

	“Sheriff, the dream did point us to Rose,” Robert said, “in more ways than one.”

	The sheriff’s brow was furrowed in thought. “It’s hard to fathom that God would go to that trouble to give dreams and visions to help me out.” His eyes were moist, and his voice cracked. “I’m havin’ trouble wrapping my mind around God even considering helping me.”

	Robert studied the man before him and searched for words to encourage him—and himself for that matter. Out of the recesses of his mind came, “God doesn’t promise to take problems away—like losing a spouse or being accused of murder. But he does promise to be with us when we go through the problems.” 

	Barnes head dropped then slowly raised. His facial features sagged. “If he’s walking with me through my troubles, I hope this stroll is about over.”

	“The sign on the car,” Jane said.

	“What?” Robert asked.

	“Don’t you see? It was the red sign on Rose’s car that Catfish must have seen.”

	Robert and the others stared at her. 

	“That’s it.” Sheriff Barnes brightened. “Catfish saw Rose leaving the murder scene with that red library sign on her car, and it must have been Tammi in her red shirt that Velma saw.”

	“On that note, I rest this case. Good thinking, everyone,” Cameo said, and raised her coffee cup in a toast. 

	~

	On the drive to Uncle Jim’s house, Jane plunked her head against the seatback and closed her eyes. “I’m exhausted. And you used to deal with crucial cases like this over and over?”

	“Are you ready for the next investigator rule?”

	She opened her eyes and sat up. “Another rule? I don’t know if I’m ready but go ahead.”

	“When there’s a break in a case and the bad guy is nabbed, you experience a euphoric high but like a roller coaster ride, when you arrive at a high point, what comes next?”

	“A dizzying low?”

	“You’ve got it. Rule number five: Every high in investigative work is followed by a low.”

	Jane collapsed against the headrest. “Depleted after an exhilarating roller coaster ride is a good way to explain how I feel. This has been an interesting experience but I’m not sure I’m cut out for a steady diet of the crazy ups and downs. I need a bed and sleep.”

	“Investigators sleep. It’s just that from time to time they don’t.”

	He glanced at her. She rolled her eyes back at him. “Oh. That clears it up.”

	He smiled but felt weighted down. He scrubbed his hand against his whiskers. “Look. Your concerns are legitimate and since we’re talking about suitability for this line of work, I’m honestly not sure I’m cut out for investigations anymore. Eckstrand made that evident.”

	“You mean about the cranberry juice?”

	Robert nodded.

	“Don’t put yourself down. Surely, you’ve had leads that didn’t pan out before. One time I was certain I’d caught the culprit who smeared ink on another student’s drawing. He had blue stains on his fingers. But when he showed me the blueberry pie remains in his lunch box, I felt terrible for accusing him.” 

	“Did you catch the real offender?”

	“Yes. Just like in this case, someone I hadn’t suspected confessed. A boy who was trying to get the little girl to notice him messed up her picture.”

	“Romantic cat and mouse games start that early?”

	“You bet.” Jane went pensive. “I received a call from Evan again, encouraging me to take the teaching job that’s coming open.”

	Her revelation hit him like a punch to the stomach. “And?”

	She shrugged. “Teaching is what I trained for and this investigations job is temporary. Since this case is over, I wonder if I should go back.” She yawned and settled into the passenger seat.

	His ribs tightened, restricting his breathing. Should Jane return to teaching? They had agreed this job would be short-term but he had thought she’d work with him at least through next summer. Should he leave investigations? Maybe this case was the end of the road for both of them. He’d been asked to volunteer with the cancer society. Maybe that was the route he should take.

	 


 

	Chapter 30

	 

	Jane dialed the number for Hidden Valley Elementary School and waited for someone to answer while she enjoyed the view from her mother’s kitchen window. Sweet gum and popcorn trees with leaves of yellows, oranges and reds dressed up the woods bordering the backyard. 

	The school receptionist answered.

	“Hi Eleanor. This is Jane. Is Evan available?”

	“He’s on lunch duty. “My goodness I read about you in the local paper.”

	“What was in the paper?”

	“I cut it out and saved it for you. Let’s see … I put it in my desk … yes, here it is. If you haven’t seen the article, I have to read it to you. It’s headlined, Pine County Police Chief’s Killer Nabbed. In a dramatic takedown at Pine Bluff Community Hospital, Rose Garrett, ex-wife of the slain officer, was apprehended and charged with his murder and the attempted murder of his widow, Tammi Garrett. Are you ready?” Eleanor increased her volume. “Credited with breaking up the attempt on Tammi Garrett’s life was Jane Carson, investigator for the Robert Grey Investigations Agency. Wow. I’ve been telling everybody that I know you.”

	Eleanor had a way of making any situation brighter. “You make me laugh. Trust me I was no hero. I just interrupted the ex-wife’s devious plans. I was calling about the job opening Evan offered to see if the position was still be available.”

	“I thought you were out until next school year?”

	“Me too, but … well, Evan pointed out kindergarten jobs are sometimes hard to find.”

	Eleanor lowered her voice. “Do you want to know the real reason Evan wants you back?”

	“What do you mean, real reason?”

	“He’s trying to bolster his chances to be named Outstanding Administrator of the Year.”

	“What does that have to do with me?”

	“If you came back on staff with your eleven years in the system, he’d be credited with having the most experienced teaching staff in the county. I heard him talking to you on the phone the other day, berating the guy you’re working for, and acting all concerned about your welfare. Hogwash. Don’t let him fool you. If it were me, I’d keep the approved leave and jump at the chance to be a private eye.” Her voice changed to a hoarse whisper. “I say, forget Evan’s arm-twisting tactics, take care of your mom’s affairs and have fun being an investigator. You want me to tell him you called?”. 

	Jane chuckled, “I guess not.”

	~

	The conversation with Eleanor replayed in her head and made her smile while she waited her turn for a customer service representative at the bank. She crossed her legs and swung her foot thinking about Evan. That scoundrel had actually tried to make her think he was concerned about her job and retirement benefits.

	A lady called her name. She took a seat in front of her desk. Amilie was on the nameplate.

	“How can I help you?”

	Jane pulled out her mother’s death certificate and beneficiary information. “I’d like to close out my mother’s account that was joint with me, then open a new account in my name and deposit this check.”

	Amilie took the paperwork. She chatted while clicking keyboard keys and looking at her computer screen. “Sorry for the loss of your mother … she was a sweet lady. I helped her with a car loan.” Picking up Jane’s paycheck she said, “Say. Robert Grey.” She grinned. “He has an investigations agency now?” 

	“Yes. Do you know Robert?”

	She set the check back down and did some more key clicking. “Sort of. I was filling in at the downtown branch a while back. He stands out in my mind because he came in with a bunch of cash and wanted to open an account to put it in. 

	Jane’s pulse quickened. “He asked to open a separate account for the cash?” 

	“Uh-huh. Carrying around that much cash is unusual. I sent him to a teller to handle it for him.” She offered a sympathetic shake of the head. “He looked exhausted. I guess that investigator work can be tiring.” 

	Jane pushed to the edge of her chair and spoke the clerk’s name in earnest. “Amilie.”

	She stopped typing and gave Jane her full attention.

	“Would you give a statement as to what you remember him saying?”

	“Statement? How?”

	Jane pulled up the recording app on her phone. “You tell me what happened, and I’ll record it. Explaining Robert’s intent about where he wanted the money placed is important.”

	“Sure.” She lifted her shoulders. “I don’t see why not.”

	The statement safely recorded to her phone, Jane made a beeline to the Grey Investigations office.

	 

	 


 

	Chapter 31

	 

	Robert looked up from his desk when the office door opened.

	Jane stood in the doorway. Feet wide apart, hands on hips. She looked like she was trying out for the lead role in a Wonder Woman movie. 

	“Glad to see you finally resisted the urge to say ‘Knock, knock.’” 

	“Yep. ’Cause I have a surprise for you that won’t wait, Mr. Grey.” 

	“And I have a surprise for you.”

	“Really? I love surprises. But me first.”

	Robert placed his elbows on his desk and rested his chin on his clasped hands. “Ready. Surprise me.”

	Jane fished her phone from her purse, pulled up the recording and set it in front of him. Her eyes glowed. What in the world?

	“Press play.”

	Robert pressed the play symbol and heard Jane’s voice. “This is investigator Jane Carson, time ten thirty, the date November fifth, and I am speaking with Amilie Wenzel of Regions Trust Bank in Mobile, Alabama. Ms. Wenzel would you please state in you own words what you remember of your communication with Investigator Robert Grey when he came in the bank with a sizeable amount of cash.” A woman’s voice related what he had once thought he’d said but later began to doubt.

	His mouth went slack, his breath stalled. He had requested a separate account for the money. The recording ended with Jane asking her to repeat her full name as though signing the bottom of a written statement. “Amilie Joyce Wenzel.” 

	Jane stopped the recording. “Surprised?”

	“Surprised, shocked, astounded, amazed … pick one and it will fit. How did you find her?”

	“She was at my mother’s bank. The way things have been going, I believe it was a God thing.”

	“I did ask for a separate account.” Robert smacked his desk and pushed back in his chair. 

	“I’d like smug-faced, Mr. It’s-Cranberry-Juice-Eckstrand to take a listen,” Jane said.

	“I don’t even care about him anymore. That incident with the cash happened when times were especially hard with Lori’s illness. I really thought I’d temporarily lost my sanity and had taken the money.” He stood and raked both hands through his hair. “I would like Vance to hear the recording though.”

	“And so, he shall. Whenever you say.” Jane grinned.

	Robert refocused and reached in his bottom desk drawer and pulled out a bag. “I can’t top that, but this is your surprise.”

	Jane took the sack. It crinkled to her touch. She peeked inside, then jerked her head back up. “Oh. My. Goodness.” Her smile lit up her face as she lifted the old-fashioned meat grinder from the bag.

	“I saw it in Aunt Edith’s cupboard. She said she never uses it and was delighted to hear you wanted one.” 

	“That is so sweet. I’m making Great-Grandma’s awesome ham spread for us tonight.”

	“Sounds good, because we need to talk about the agency.” A heaviness threatened to replace his light mood. “With you returning to teaching—”

	Jane held up her hand. “You can stop right there. Long story but I’m not going back right now. I plan to stay right here and work with you as long as it’s …” Jane went speechless. She stared behind him.

	Robert turned. He’d forgotten. “You said you wanted to see the picture Lori painted of the old Episcopal church. I brought it from the house for you to see.” 

	Jane lifted the picture from the shelf and ran her hand around the frame. “This could be a photo. Your wife was very talented.”

	“Yes.” He was pleased to see Jane admire Lori’s work. “She was especially fond of painting landmarks.”

	“After you took me to see the church’s historic marker, I found a book at the library and read more about its history and Civil War connections. Did you know that the Bishop who consecrated this church was second cousin to President James K. Polk?” 

	“News to me.” 

	“Thank you for not making me feel weird about my interest in history.” 

	“Sure, why not? I like history, though it doesn’t make my eyes sparkle like yours.” 

	She placed the picture back on the shelf. “It’s just that Evan made fun of my interest and—”

	Robert’s phone buzzed. He reached for his phone and remembered her unease when he asked if she was stuck at the photo exhibit in the general store, “Well, no worries with me. Excuse me.” 

	He checked the Caller ID. “It’s Cameo’s office.” He answered and put it on speaker.

	“Robert? Pauline. Can you and Jane come in at two o’clock this afternoon? Cameo has another job for you.” A feeling of déjà vu swept over him. 

	“Anything Interesting?” 

	“Maybe. If you consider investigating a Civil War plantation in South Carolina interesting.”

	Jane’s jaw dropped. 

	A sharp ray of sunlight illuminated the fall leaves of a maple tree outside his office window. He lifted and inquiring brow toward Jane. 

	“Shall we?” 

	Jane clasped her hands and bobbed her head up and down “You need to ask?” 

	Robert chuckled. Like the falling leaves of autumn self-doubt had dropped away and the colors of the season revitalized his soul with new purpose. 

	“We’ll be there.” 
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