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				This is a priceless place, Jim. Horton’s Bay on Pine Lake about twelve miles from Charlevoix, about three hundred miles north of here. It is great northern air. Absolutely the best trout fishing in the country. No Exaggeration. Fine Country. Good color, good northern atmosphere. Absolute freedom, no summer resort stuff…

				Excerpt from a letter dated April 27th, 1919 written to 
Jim Gamble by his friend from the war, Ernest Hemingway

			

			
				



			

	





				Chapter One


				There was a cigarette in my hand again. I saw myself in a magazine ad: cool, extraordinarily calm, a man who knows what he wants. I inhaled deeply one more time. Of course, it was all wrong, so I rolled down the window and flipped the thing out onto the street, ignoring both warnings from Smokey the Bear and Mr. Clean Planet. I shouldn’t be so nervous. I had moved up here to relax.

				I was driving my classy Model-A, Honda Accord sedan a little faster than usual, and I could tell that the noise I had been hearing lately was a badly-worn fan belt. Although I had bought it less than a year ago, I had to start paying more attention to maintenance. Actually, the beast was approaching the seven-year mark, and, although the body was remarkably clean-looking, the odometer was nearing a hundred thousand. 

				I had been sipping my first cup of coffee when I had first heard the police scanner: a homicide on the high bank of the Bear River, a meandering stream that ran through town. Even though my tiny desk clock had showed six forty-seven in the morning, and I had been up for an hour staring at the computer screen banging out words, I had supposed the singular creature that I worked with wasn’t out of bed yet.

				Yes, this was Petoskey, right in the middle of one of Michigan’s premier resort areas, but Baxter Street was in a residential area for the natives of this small, northern Michigan city. I passed wood frame houses of varying size and description which lined both sides of the street, punctuated by previously-owned vehicles, the occasional camping trailer, and bits and pieces of ongoing household projects. This was an area where any self-respecting, polo shirt wearer wouldn’t be caught dead.

				I was within a mile of the gaslight district where the savvy shoppers for Chicago and Detroit spent half a week’s pay on fudge, sunscreen, and artifacts of all sizes made from polished Petoskey stones, those bits of fossilized coral that had been dubbed the state stone by those who make the decisions down in Lansing.

				I made a couple of quick turns past a small machine shop and a day care center, rounded the corner onto Fulton, and saw an array of cop cars parked near the embankment. I tried The Doctor’s cell. Just that stupid message again, “Sorry amigo, but you missed me. Leave a message.” Someday that high school, Spanish stuff was going to get him in a politically-incorrect swamp.

				Being a partner with Wesley Robert Williams in Omni Investigations was, at times, like being an overgrown Hardy Boy. On our business card, Rob Livingstone was printed first, more prominently than W.R. Williams, even though it was his agency from the beginning. Done on purpose, maybe so I would catch more flack.

			

			
				I pulled up short of the mass of cars and parked on the high side of street. Grabbing my notebook and recorder, I headed toward Tom Delehanty who was standing in his crisp uniform looking out over the embankment. Tommy D. was a big guy, six-two, two forty. The locals called him a county-mounty, but he would refer to himself as a county sheriff’s deputy. He wasn’t a guy you would want to wrestle with.

				“Thought I’d be seein’ you or your partner here, Robbie,” he said glancing away from the body and over at me. I could see by the long hair that it was a woman’s body.

				He removed his hat and ran his right hand back over his nearly bald pate to remove a few imaginary sweat beads. Then he smoothed his round, pudgy face from top to bottom. I realized he was still trying to deal with the horrific situation.

				“Want to tell me anything, Tom,” I said glancing down the embankment at the blonde-streaked brown hair.

				“I’m not supposed to be talkin,’ but this DOA is execution style, Rob. You know, BTO, big city stuff like in New York or L.A.”

				Tommy D. loved the police acronyms a little too much. Occasionally, he used so many it was hard to figure out what he was saying. Today, he wasn’t telling me anything that I hadn’t seen before. I had been here before. In Detroit when I worked the crime beat right out of college for the Free Press, I had seen a couple DOA’s every week or two, but I had been immune to what was wrenching my insides right now.

				Then came the move to Atlanta, the pay raise, the real glory days of regional, crime writing awards, and, finally, what had started my decline into a sickened, nervous, over-sensitive being that I become: the string of prostitute murders on Ponce De Leone Avenue. I could never go back, and I didn’t expect to.

				But this was the Petoskey area which surrounded the supposedly quiet town that thousands of city dwellers from the Midwestern metropolises called a second home during the summer. Searchers had been coming here for over a hundred years for the sun, the expansive beaches, and the sight of a hawk soaring high over the green hills framed by white caps on Lake Michigan. Not today.

				“Yeah, just like the big city, Tom. I might have to move farther north.”

				“They got any newspapers up by Hudson Bay?” he said in a dry manner. “Pretty different than the last one. She was a good lookin’ young woman. Shot, close range. Nobody heard nothin.’” 

				The last murder was a brute of a man who had been shot by his wife in self-defense, an open-and-shut case.

				“It’s a big bunch a questions. Couple a kids found her this morning. They were tryin’ to hook a trout.”

			

			
				My cell began to quiver on my belt as I was beginning to write some notes.

				“Rob, there’s been a murder down by the River’s Edge Apartments. I’m at work and no one is answering the phone at home. I know Wes would want to be there,” said Christine Browne, The Doctor’s girlfriend, collaborator, and confidant.

				“I know. I’m down here on the scene, and he’ll definitely want to be involved in this. Tell him to get down to Fulton Street when you talk to him.”

				It was a short conversation. Christine was not a fan of chit chat. I could say she was the brains of Omni Investigations, I was the public contact, and The Doctor was the brawn. But he was one of those people that first impressions didn’t fit. The local law enforcement guys were beginning to realize he had some sort of uncanny edge on whatever we got involved in.

				“Guess I’ll go take a look, Tom.”

				“Watch your step, Robbie.”

				I stumbled and shuffled down the steep bank toward a group of state police officers, detectives and a young crime scene photographer who seemed to be enjoying his job way too much. Some other officers were yellow-taping off a massive area which bordered the river’s edge.

				“Watch where you step. You got shit for brains? They obviously dumped the body here. We’ve got to keep this entire area under watch for evidence.”

				One of the detectives who I didn’t recognize was giving commands like a stressed-out gym teacher. The photographer immediately began to move like a ballerina, watching where he placed each step.

				“You said ‘they,’ meaning there was more than one person involved in the homicide,” I said loudly, in the detective’s direction.

				The overdressed, crusty-looking plainclothesman turned, eyeing me suspiciously. “And you are?”

				“Rob Livingstone, Detroit Free Press.”

				“Free Press. Who gave you a call? How’d you get here so goddamn fast?”

				“Actually, I’m also a private investigator.” I showed him my card.

				“Who you workin’ for?”

				“Actually, no one right now,” I said, considering only this crime scene. I didn’t want to mention the well-to-do society lady in her forties from Bay View who thought her husband was cheating with his twenty-three-year-old secretary. “But I thought that there would definitely be some interest in this case for us.”

				“This is a crime scene. See the fuckin’ yellow tape they’re putting up? Get the fuck out of here.”

				This guy was real high drama. I sensed it was time for me to move back up the hill.

				Reaching the top of the embankment, I glanced down the street and saw a familiar pick-up rounding the corner onto Fulton. Christine had gotten through to him. He twisted out of the vehicle and began walking through the clouds of dust being scattered by the wind. When he neared me, I could see a concerned look on his face and the habitual, backwards baseball cap pulled down over his long blond hair.

			

			
				“Where’s the body?”

				“The commander down there doesn’t want us near the crime scene,” I said turning my head. “We’re just not important enough.”

				“Well then, we’ll look around up here.”

				I surveyed the area in both directions up and down the street, wondering what there could be to examine except tire tracks or something that had been dropped by the murderer. I peered back at The Doctor and watched him running his hand lightly over his close-cropped goatee. He was staring directly across the river. At the same time, my cell chimed and I saw it was a message from Beth.

				“Lots of dense brush and forest land over there, all owned by the city and off limits to everybody except city maintenance. They could have stashed the body over there and nobody would have found it for months.”

				“You’re right,” I said copying his gaze. “There are all kinds of people who fish along the bank on this side of the river, so leaving it here was way too obvious.”

				“Flawless thinking, Mr. Livingstone.”

				I looked directly at him.

				“They wanted it to be found, right now, Rob. Right now.”

			

			
				



			

	





				Chapter Two


				The message from Beth was to the point. It dictated the exact minute and place that I should meet her, so we could journey to dinner at The Doctor’s apartment tonight. She would leave her car there, which was near the house showing she would be doing in the late afternoon. She signed off saying something in French that I couldn’t translate, but I knew it was suggestive. It was the way she whispered it.

				The Doctor and I stood on top of the embankment about a hundred feet east from where the cluster of vehicles were parked. A hearse from the local undertaker had arrived and was parked, waiting to be summoned by the detectives to its destination. The group of police operatives had begun to fan out from the spot near the bottom of the embankment where the body was found. They would comb the grounds in all directions for any shred of evidence.

				The Doctor stood with his hands in his pockets looking straight across the steep ravine cut by the Bear River. He appeared an unlikely private investigator. The figure of the tall, muscular, high-school wide-receiver was still intact; his six-four, boyish good looks had given back very little to his thirty-three years.

				Many townspeople wondered why the Petoskey High football player, whose father and grandfather were family physicians, had chosen to enroll in police administration in community college, and then become a state policeman in Detroit for five years. Those who knew him were pleased when he had returned to town to become first, a bartender, and then form his own private investigations firm. He never talked about the occasional pain in his right shoulder near where they had removed the bullet.

				He had told me once that from early on he had realized an extraordinary ability to examine and notice the details of situations. At first, his parents had encouraged his inquisitiveness buying him a fingerprint kit for his twelfth birthday and a junior investigators’ handbook for his thirteenth. But their plans for a third generation health practitioner were gradually abandoned as the young “doctor” pursued his two early passions: football and police detective work.

				“It’s interesting,” he said, continuing to stare straight ahead over the top of the crime scene.

				“What’s that?”

				I waited for the next revelation. Following The Doctor’s train of thought was nearly impossible, a constant enigma. But it was intriguing. Some day in the future someone would write a book on his kind of mind. Until then, it was up to me to cipher the mutterings.

			

			
				“Al Green,” he said, looking off across the ravine into the distance again.

				“Al Green?” I repeated, looking over and raising one eyebrow.

				“Al… Green,” he repeated, enunciating both first and last names like he was chanting an ancient Hindu oath.

				The wind kicked up a strong scent of sweet fern blowing up the ravine from Lake Michigan. Both sides of the river were covered with groups of the herb growing in sunny spots where the otherwise dense hardwood trees dominated the landscape. I remembered the hike a few years ago when my daughter Cherie had instantly changed from an impulsive, reckless teenager into a young woman who was one of my best friends; the sweet fern, the green hills of Emmet County, and a daughter’s face were easily recalled and as sure as DNA identification.

				“Yeah, I heard that the experts have declared Mr. Al to have the greatest vocal range of any popular singer ever.” He raised his voice accenting the last word.

				“’Love and Happiness,’” I said proclaiming one of the “sacred” song titles.

				“He’s a god all right. You know, why do you think somebody would murder this woman and leave her body in such an obvious place? How many other spots in around Emmet County could they have found for it?”

				“I don’t know, but it is conspicuous. Like you said, they wanted it to be found.”

				He paused for a couple of seconds, his left arm against his chest and his right hand rubbing his chin slowly, a common pose that I often referred to as: The Doctor Deep in Thought.

				“It’s a message for somebody, Rob. The cops know how long it’s been there? Who found it?”

				“Haven’t heard anything about the ‘when.’ A couple of kids who were fishing for trout found the body.”

				I turned back to the crime scene and spotted one of the state police detectives questioning the two boys.

				“Those kids will talk to us, Doctor.”

				“Probably. Keep an eye on then so they don’t leave. I’m heading down by the cars.”

				“How will you keep them from telling you to get the hell out?”

				“I’ll tell them I was here fishing last night, and that I can’t believe this happened.”

				“Right.”

				His phone chimed in as he walked away. I watched him from a distance, probably listening to Christine about a special rib recipe.

				I looked down at the river again, and then turned back toward the parked police cars, and saw that one of the detectives had walked back up the hill to address him directly. The Doctor was raising his arms up and down, occasionally pointing down at the river, and shaking his head back and forth. Quite a performance. Christine was always telling him he should try out for the Petoskey Players, a local theater group.

			

			
				I looked back over the river and wanted to smoke another cigarette. I reached into my pants’ pocket and found a piece of the gum instead. He was headed back toward me with a stern look on his face.

				“Having fun down there?” I said, raising my upper left lip.

				“A bit.” He was squinting like the sun was in his eyes and fashioning a sideways glance.

				“So Christine said the magic word for dinner, right?” I said.

				“Dinner? Magic word?”

				“Ribs tonight. Wasn’t that her on the phone?”

				“No, man. We’re now officially at a work scene. That was a certain Ms. Beddow. She’s ready to hire us. She seems to know all about it, I mean, the murder. She knows the dead woman, too.”

				“Really?”

				“Yeah, and she knows who did it.”

				I stared at him intensely wondering about how much of a straight story I was getting.

				“You’re kidding.” 

				“No, I’m not. We’re meeting her at the office at noon.”

				“Then she’s going to tell us who did it?”

				“I guess, but she says there’s a lot more going on here than we think. Sounds like we will be doing some searching around.”

				“That’s crazy.”

				“So I’m heading over to the office to do some paperwork. You can talk to those boys, right?” He turned and confidently walked back toward the pick-up.

				“Aren’t you going to give the police the info you got?”

				He opened the truck door and stopped. “They said they wouldn’t need me for anything else. They wouldn’t listen anyway. Oh, I hired another guy to help us with some online searching once in a while. He’s got a key to the office. Name is Stan.”

				After listening to his back tires spin off in the gravel, I turned back to where the boys were. I knew he was right. I had once heard The Doctor referred to as an overgrown skateboarder by a state policeman who thought he was being kind.

				I found the two boys heading toward a partly-rusted out, Jeep Cherokee that was pulling up on the side of the road. The frazzled look on the woman’s face that was driving the car told me she was a mother of one of boys. I offered the two boys lunch at McDonald’s in exchange for answering a few questions. They had opted for some distinctly American deluxe tacos at Taco Bell, but the mother had other ideas. Actually, if we were going to know who was murdered, the motive, and the murderer, what was I going to ask them?

			

			
				She approached us and told the boys to get into the car.

				“Who the hell are you? What do you want with them? Can’t you see that they’ve been through an awful thing here?”

				“Sorry mam. I’m Rob Livingstone, private investigator.”

				“Forget it. We’re leaving.”

				So much for what the boys knew. I watched as they crouched into the backseat. Then, as the back window lowered, one of the boys motioned me over. I approached cautiously, not wanting to raise anymore ire from the mother-of-the-month.

				“Mister, I forgot to give this to the policeman. I found it near the…. Would you?”

				He was dangling a blue piece of paper out through the window at me.

				“Sure kid. I’ll see that it gets to the right people.”

				I stepped away quickly and watched the Jeep drive away. I knew that the boys would be having frozen pizza for lunch behind a locked door. I turned, and opened the folded paper, continuing to walk back to my Accord. Two things had been written on the paper: the word “white” and a nine digit phone number, the fourth, fifth, and sixth numbers being an exchange I had seen before but couldn’t place. I walked away from the crime scene looking back over my shoulder. I stuffed the paper in my pocket knowing it was already in the hands of the “right people.”

				Opening the car door I thought about The Doctor’s idea of murder as a message. I was sure of one thing. I didn’t want to be part of some psycho’s method of communication.

			

			
				



			

	





				Chapter Three


				It was nearly noon and a well-dressed, attractive woman was sitting directly across from The Doctor when I entered the third-floor office of Omni Investigators. Past her, through the back window, I could see the turn-of-the-century brick wall with the painted sign that advertised Hayes Dry Goods for the good citizens of the 1930’s, and, in the distance, a small slice of Little Traverse Bay. The sun was reflecting brilliantly off the water, so I squinted momentarily.

				“Are you blinded by the sight of me, Mr. Livingstone?”

				The woman lowered her chin slightly and peered up at me coyly. She had dark brown, almost black, straight hair cut to the shoulder with nearly perfect bangs. Her wide set eyes and clearly defined, reddish-pink lips showed her to be in her mid-thirties. She wore a bright red, knit top and a black short skirt, both on the tight side. One of her fashionable, black sandals dangled in the air precariously. To say the least, I was not prepared for this.

				“No, I mean, yes.”

				Already this wasn’t going well. To further complicate the situation, my phone dinged out with another text from Beth: I’ll be wearing that dress. I needed to say something very quickly.

				“Do I know you from Atlanta?”

				This was really stupid game playing, but some people were impressed that I had lived in what we then called “the ATL.”

				“No, I don’t know you, Mr. Livingstone, but Mr. Williams gave me a business card. I’m Cynthia Beddow.”

				She sounded like Sharon Stone in A Perfect Affair, so I grabbed the underside of my left forearm and squeezed hard.

				“Nice meeting you, Ms. Beddow,” I said with the “nice” in a bit of a falsetto.

				“Rob, Cynthia was just filling me in on some of the details of the present situation.”

				I owed The Doctor one for steering the conversation away.

				“Let me see if I got this right so far,” he continued. “The dead woman’s name was Edwina Bradley from the Horton Bay area. You know Horton Bay. Don’t you Rob?”

				“Yes, sure.”

				I was now being mesmerized by the tan, well-proportioned legs that were crossed in my direction. She was carefully moving the top leg in a slow, deliberate way. I glanced around at the dingy walls of the one-room office decorated with a few framed certificates from The Doctor’s police days and an autographed, color photo of Rick James in a super-fly costume. I read the inscription again nervously: Wes—Too Bad—Rick James. I came back to reality for a second.

			

			
				“And the dead woman had called Ms. Beddow in New York,” he added. “She said she had found a number of writings in her mother’s attic by, none other than the famous writer, Ernest Hemingway.”

				I looked first at The Doctor and then at Ms. Beddow.

				“Horton Bay is the crossroads near Lake Charlevoix where Hemingway set a number of his early stories?” I said becoming intrigued.

				Just two weeks ago, I had cruised through the crossroads of the town on the west coast of the fourteen-mile-long lake which connected to Lake Michigan in the middle of the coastal town of Charlevoix. Even though I had been living in the Petoskey area for three and a half years, I had recently just discovered that it was a common preoccupation among some of the locals to become as much of an expert on Ernest Hemingway’s Petoskey days as possible, so I decided to take the tour myself.

				“You can still see the family cottage on Walloon Lake,” I added, trying to avoid direct eye contact with Ms. Beddow.

				I had talked to a shop owner near the cottage and learned that a youthful Hemingway had spent his boyhood summers at the family cottage, Windemere. Then, in 1918, the war-hardened, nineteen-year-old Ernest had returned to Petoskey to recover from his wounds. It was in those days that he began the writing of many of his most well-known short stories, often about his alter-ego, Nick Adams. I had begun to build up a good deal of notes for an upcoming column about the Hemingway experts.

				“There you are. The whole thing seems like it could be for real, Rob,” said The Doctor.

				“Yes, Mr. Williams, if I may continue the discussion.”

				She was all business, now.

				“Mr. Livingstone. I’m a representative for Macmillan Publishing and Charles Scribner’s Sons who own exclusive copyrights to most of Hemingway’s works. Mrs. Bradley, or maybe it’s a Miss, said she had found several hand-written and typed drafts of unpublished stories, two short journals, and a few letters that were written by the great American writer. From the questions that I asked and the excerpts that she read over the phone, they certainly sounded genuine to me. I just arrived in town yesterday afternoon, and we had planned a meeting at seven last night at my hotel. She never showed up.”

				The Doctor and I looked at each other. He lowered his eyebrows.

				“How did you come to contact us? How did you know there was a dead woman? Why didn’t you contact the police?” Now I was sounding professional. I felt my cell vibrate again. Glancing at it, I saw Beth was getting impatient waiting for me to respond about the dress.

			

			
				“I heard the hotel staff talking about it at breakfast. I was just about to try and contact her again. All I had talked to last night was an answering service.”

				“I wonder how the staff got on to it so fast,” I said looking at The Doctor.

				“Everybody has police scanners these days. So why us?” he said.

				“One of the waiters there knows you. He gave me your name and number.”

				“Danny Gardiner. I used to work with him. See, I’m also a bartender.”

				“I do see, and how about you Mr. Livingstone. You must have something else that you’re involved in.”

				There was that flirtatious voice again.

				“Journalist.” I left it at that.

				“Oh, of course, a writer. I can see that. I’d like to hear more about your career.”

				Was this woman for real? I was avoiding eye contact while at the same time glancing again at Beth’s message on the cell.

				“And why not the police?” The Doctor interrupted, giving me a dumb look.

				“Mr. Williams, this is a very private matter. Those manuscripts are very valuable if they’re genuine, not only from a literary point of view, but from a financial one. Any Hemingway writings must be submitted for approval to both the Hemingway Trust and Hemingway Foundation. After clearing those hurdles, publication would soon follow. You can imagine: excerpts in magazines, book form, a movie deal. Not to mention the publicity. Just think: The Lost Writings of Ernest Hemingway.

				“OK, I follow,” said The Doctor. “And you said over the phone that you knew who might have killed Mrs. Bradley, assuming that’s who our dead body is.”

				I squinted over at him thinking about his way with words, while at the same time texting Beth. But I found myself softly mouthing what I wrote: I love that dress.

				“Thank you Mr. Livingstone. Well, not exactly. You see, just before I left my office I received a phone call from a man asking if I had talked to a Mrs. Bradley from northern Michigan. I played dumb and said I didn’t know anything about it. There was no caller ID, and he wouldn’t say who he was.”

				“So you think this Edwina had contacted other publishers?” I said.

				“Yes, and who knows how many?”

				“And these other people, whoever they are, killed her? Sounds like some sort of story to me. Edwina, that’s an old, out-of-fashion name. Maybe a character in a Hemingway story.”

				“I have good reason to suspect that she is the dead woman. Mr. Williams, Mr. Livingstone, my publisher has authorized me to spend whatever it takes, within reason, to secure these manuscripts. You know this area, and you have the contacts. I need your help.”

			

			
				From the size of the retainer check that she began to write us, it was clear that the publishing industry was still healthy.

				I sat in front of my desk at the office replaying Cyhthia Beddow’s exit from the room. Once again I saw her sashay toward the door, looking back over her shoulder at me. What did she say exactly? “The next time Mr. Livingstone, tell me more about your writing.” That wasn’t quite right. “When I see you again Mr. Livingstone, tell me about what you’re writing.” And the way she had said my name, slowly, pronouncing each syllable: Liv-ing-stone. The samba rhythm was starting again on my cell: Beth again. This time she was talking about underwear. I had two invitations, one of them from a woman who had made my heart sing like no other in years, and the other from a New Yorker I hardly knew.

				I took a deep breath and mouthed the words to the song playing from the cd that The Doctor had put on before he had left: The Best of Sam and Dave. “You don’t know like I know,” I said aloud, standing up and walking into the small bathroom that adjoined the one-room office.

				I looked into the mirror. It seemed like I’d lost another hundred hairs from the top of my head since the last time I had looked at myself closely. When was that, last week? And more of the dark brown strands had mysteriously turned to a gray that reminded me of a dirty dishrag. But I didn’t show much extra weight in my face, unlike that which was beginning to crowd my mid-section like it never had before. I was lucky, after all the stressful days in Atlanta, that there were only a few wrinkles.

				I tilted my head back, gave one more gaze and headed for The Doctor’s desk to get a pen and paper to write and idea for a column. Something about aging. I wasn’t sure just what the angle would be. I pulled out the middle drawer, and, as I was reaching for a pen, I noticed a very old copy of The Invisible Man by H.G. Wells. It was smaller than the smallest modern paperback and was illustrated with a humorous drawing of “the man” himself complete with pipe, hat, and lit match all dangling in the air. I grabbed the pen, made the note, and headed out of the office.

				Driving back to the house, I tried to clear my mind of the early morning, grizzly image by concentrating on a few of my routine tasks to do at home. I needed to check my email to see if Ray Jim, my editor at the Free Press, had seen my latest article that I had sent last night. I was sure the “good-old boy” in the southern gentleman would love the fishing angle. Ray Jim and I had worked together in Atlanta, and he was the one that had lured me back to Michigan with the prospects of the job offer.

				Of course, it was trash day tomorrow, so the big, blue trash can on wheels had to be taken to the curb. And I remembered my find from the garage sale. I glanced over my shoulder at the back seat and saw it still setting where I had left it.

			

			
				I parked in the driveway, got out, and eyeballed the place that I called home. It was a single-story, Cape Cod with two dormers facing the street. It needed painting again. I walked around the car and opened the right rear door. There it was: the solution to one of my big problems. Right on cue, like in some sort of distorted horror movie, two of the dreaded beasts scratched their way up the large oak in front of the house. I snatched up my rare, garage-sale find: a copy of Outsmarting Squirrels. I looked up at the beasts and shook it in the air.

				A few minutes later I found myself staring absentmindedly at the laptop screen watching the spam-cluttered email download and seeing that image again from the morning. I ran a few maintenance programs, trying hard not to think of Atlanta.

			

			
				



			

	





				Chapter Four


				The Doctor and I were sipping drinks on the small balcony of the two-bedroom, lake view apartment that he and Christine had shared for almost two years. Mine was a northern Michigan screwdriver, one of The Doctor’s new creations, the basic drink with only half the oj and local apple and cherry juices added. It was a little fruity for me, but it had moved my mind for a minute out of endless video-like replays from the morning.

				“Quite the drink, Mr. Doctor. Many people ordering them?” I said watching the fingers on my right hand manipulate an imaginary Marlboro Light.

				“They’ve been coming back and asking for it.”

				“So who are ‘they’ anyway?”

				He took a long sip of his ever-present, bartender’s Coke and stared out towards the lake.

				“The fudgies, man. The fudgies love all my specials.”

				It was almost four o’clock and the smell of the ribs on the grill was overpowering. It was the usual early dinner time, with The Doctor starting his shift at five-thirty at McCormick’s, best and only Irish pub. Christine worked the morning and evening shifts at Northern Properties Real Estate, with the afternoons at home. Her boss loved the idea that she wanted to work the early evenings when many people wanted house or condo showings.

				“What did the fudgies do now?” said Christine opening the slider screen and heading towards the grill. Beth followed with a cheese plate with crackers and olives, both green and black.

				Christine wore a sleeveless, pale green top with short shorts which showed off her natural tan, as she liked to call it. No tanning booth, no liquid tanners. Just sun screen and the sun. She had a face made for the cover of a magazine: blue eyes, delicate nose, and petite mouth. Her blond, pixie-cut hair made her look like a five-one-and-a-half, Parisian fashion model. Beth’s dress was a high fashion black knock-off with a low neckline. Seeing her made me lose track of everything else.

				The downstate tourists, a.k.a. fudgies, came to the resort area to devour the sun, beaches, and Mackinac Island fudge which was sold in infinite varieties throughout the entire region. Christine’s issues with the fudgies were rooted in her high school days. The arrogance and pompousness of some had stuck with her. Time had mellowed the local girl.

				“Leave the fudgies alone. They’re buying my drinks and paying the bills,” said The Doctor like an innocent child.

			

			
				“I’ll never leave them alone,” she said, forcing a smile. “Speaking of fudgies Rob, I heard one of them was about ready to take you home today.”

				“Yeah right,” I said.

				“He’s a chick magnet,” said The Doctor.

				Beth looked like she was frozen in time. “Oh,” she said looking directly at Christine.

				“Oh I’m joking, Beth. Sorry. It’s just that Rob is so easy to get going. Hey, I forgot to tell you what I saw on the way home from the office this afternoon. There was this guy riding a bike along the sidewalk on 131 who looked really weird. He could have been like a homeless guy you might see in Detroit. You know, like layers of clothing on and stuffed shopping bags, one tied to the back rack and two more in this basket on the front of the bike. Long hair and a scraggly beard. I could almost smell him from the car.”

				“Oh man, you’re cruel,” said The Doctor staring over the grill in the direction of downtown.

				“Come on,” she said. “They give out food in the cities. Why can’t they provide showers?”

				“Might have something to do with the clothes off thing, lady,” he said stretching his neck to see something more clearly in the distance.

				Ok, that’s enough of this conversation,” she said wincing and heading inside.

				“Must be something interesting out there,” I said standing and trying to see what he was peering at.

				The second floor apartment which faced the lake was high up on a hill affording a good, if distant, view of a section of Highway 131 which was crammed with businesses.

				“Lots of non-tourist types on the streets these days. You know that polyester shirt, gold chain, black pants look.”

				He picked up the binoculars which were standing on end on the balcony floor.

				“Just like the big city for three months now. I might have to move out to the sticks.”

				I couldn’t wait until the tourists pulled out of the area, so I could get my quiet town back again. But this murder didn’t help any. I thought this private investigator thing would be full of cheating husbands and guys faking insurance claims, and I would never have to unwrap that semi-automatic for work again. I hadn’t hated carrying the gun so much when I was younger, but now the thought of having it near me again was about as appealing as making love to a woman wrestler. My right hand was nicotine twitching again. I knew the S.O.S meeting tonight was unavoidable even though I had been thinking about cutting it.

				The Stamp Out Smoking support group, for those addicted to the nicotine habit, was a local organization headed by a woman who billed herself as “Just Greta.” No last name, kind of anonymous like. She was a tall, gaunt woman in her late fifties who had quite a reputation for her pottery (also sold under the Just Greta name) which she fired in her home workshop on top of one of the big hills south of town. The group had met three weeks ago at the place, where I had stood admiring the commanding view of Lake Michigan while conceiving the article about charter boat captains’ other lives. I had seen the sign for West Coast Charters near the mailbox as I had turned into their driveway.

			

			
				I had interviewed and written about her husband who, it had turned out, was a quite likeable guy, pursuing his life’s dream of captaining a boat after twenty-five years in the insurance business. Ray Jim had loved the article on the charter captains and had predicted an onslaught of reader email next week. It would run in Sunday’s paper.

				“These ribs are perfect, man.”

				“So what about these guys on the street?” I was trying to see who it was that he had been concentrating on.

				“No downtime for these boys. They’re here on business,” he said raising his eyebrows as he closed the glass slider behind him.

				We had gone through appetizers, ribs, corn-on-the cob, and cherry pie. I made another resolution to start eating less tomorrow. The Doctor had left for the bar, and Christine, Beth and I were sitting on the small balcony watching the sun begin to make its dive towards the horizon over Lake Michigan. 

				“So this lady you guys talked to knows all about this murder? Even who did it?”, said Christine.

				“She claims to have spoken to the woman on the phone about these Hemingway manuscripts, and she thinks some rival publisher might have hired somebody.”

				“So, they’re killing people over literature these days?” said Beth.

				“The book deal, the copyright, the movie deal. It could all add up to big money.”

				“Oh, I guess.”

				“You sound like a doubter.”

				“Rob, wouldn’t whoever publishes be suspected by authorities? And wouldn’t the police follow up on all the leads, including this woman who thinks you’re a northern-Michigan Brad Pitt?”

				“I’d say whoever publishes it would have a lot of explaining to do. I guess Ms. Beddow’s word is all we have, but she did give us a hell of a retainer,” I said. I gazed into her eyes.

				“How does she know that the dead body is this woman she had talked to on the phone? Wes said she hadn’t ever met her.”

				“She said the physical description that The Doctor gave her over the phone matched the description of this Edwina who she was supposed to meet last night,” I said, starting to be a doubter myself.

			

			
				The more I talked about some of the circumstances, the more I began to wonder. So I knew it was time to call Tommy D. at the county sheriff’s office for an update. I pinched the cell off my belt and touched in his pre-set. After a minute, including two transfers, I heard the deep voice.

				“Tom, what’s the word on the dead woman this morning?”

				I was still looking for a cigarette as Tommy gave me the latest. The women stared at me intently as I touched off the cell.

				“Something wrong?” said Beth. She eyed me inquisitively.

				“Well, for starters they found a woman’s purse in a dumpster three blocks away from the scene of the murder. It’s the dead woman’s all right. No money, but there was I.D. Her name wasn’t Edwina, and she wasn’t from Horton Bay. Her address was somewhere in New York City. Nothing else at all. No sign of a fight. Doesn’t appear to be anything at all to get some DNA off of. Of course, no weapon.”

				I stood up, suddenly feeling a little dizzy from either the screwdriver or the day’s events.

				Beth copied me and threw her arms around my neck. “I have to get going. Early appointments tomorrow. Thanks Christine,” she said, kissing me quickly as she headed out the door.

				“I think I better go search out Ms. Beddow and ask her if she writes stories in her spare time. She certainly can tell them. Think I’ll ask her to have a drink with me at a certain local pub that I know.”

				“Seeya Romeo. Don’t go to bed too early tonight,” said Christine, opening the door for me.

				“Yeah, you’re funny,” I said looking back over my shoulder.

			

			
				



			

	





				Chapter Five

				Driving north on U.S. 31 through Petoskey towards Bay View was a summer vacationer’s trip to heaven. Little Traverse Bay, the second largest on the east coast of Lake Michigan, loomed large over my left forearm, which was propped up on the bottom of the driver’s window opening. On the Petoskey waterfront I could see dozens of sailing boats and powered vessels, moored at the two piers. Further inland, several parks and even a lit, baseball diamond could be seen below the street level. It was six-thirty, but the sun still hung fairly high in the sky.

				My dirty sedan headed past the grand, Victorian, three-story houses to that short strip of highway that curved to the northeast which was filled with restaurants, stores, a few bars, and a rundown miniature golf place. The S.O.S. meeting had been a bust; some lady known only as “Fay” had lit up a cigarette halfway through the meeting sending Just Greta into a frenzy. A raucous argument had begun between the two, leaving the rest of the members of the group to walk out shaking heads, smirking, and wanting to light up ourselves. Ahead, on the right, I could see McCormick’s, an establishment with good burgers, decent fries, and an eccentric bartender.

				I stood in the parking lot underneath the eye-catching, green-and-white, four leaf clover on the sign for a few seconds, and then squeezed through the front door past a short, rotund stranger. I could see the guy behind the bar was busy already. In his trademark, backwards newsboy cap, The Doctor was serving nearly a dozen people sitting in front of him at the bar, several who were eating. Twice as many customers were sitting at tables challenging the patience of the two waitresses, Sally and Jen. The smell of the best onion rings in town hit my nostrils like a soft punch from a six-year-old. I strolled up to the bar and squeezed in between two familiar faces, a couple regulars without names.

				“Bartender, I’ll have a northern Michigan screwdriver, over here please.”

				I nonchalantly looked in both directions and got a few quizzical glances. After a few minutes, a handful of stares followed the glass when The Doctor delicately placed it in front of me.

				“Kind of obvious wasn’t it?” he said stretching both arms out straight as he leaned against the bar.

				“Maybe,” I said, looking straight ahead.

				A few seconds later he was moving towards the end of the bar toward some washed-out blonde in her fifties who kept repeating his name.

			

			
				“Don’t you bother my bartender too much now,” said Sally, McCormick’s sole owner, peering at me over the rims of her glasses.

				I turned on my stool as she came past me fluffing her bobbed red hair and setting two pairs of used drink glasses on the bar. “Rob, I might have to hire another waitress to handle these crowds we’re getting.” McCormick’s was all Sally’s now after her husband’s fatal heart attack.

				“But what about when it slows down in the fall, Sal?” I said reaching in my pocket for a piece of gum. Instead, I pulled out the blue piece of paper that the boy had given me at the scene of the crime. I scrounged through my pants pocket for the gum and looked at the number, muttering it aloud. 

				“Be right back.” I headed for the pay phone in the front corner of the building. A “No Cell Phones” sign hung prominently on the mirror in back of the bar. Another brainchild idea from my partner, the dictator.

				The area code of the number was familiar but from somewhere out of town. I was thinking it could be in Charlevoix, another resort town south along the coast. The ringing seemed to go on forever: there didn’t appear to be an answering machine. Suddenly, a hectic woman’s voice startled me.

				“Hello. Who are you calling?”

				“I’m sorry. Maybe I have the wrong number. Is this the Joneses?”

				“No fella. This is the Horton Bay Stop and Shop, but we’re not open. Who you need?”

				“Oh, must be another Jones. Sorry!”

				I hung up quickly. The woman had way more patience than I would have had. Turning around, I headed back towards my stool at the bar where Jen, my ex-girlfriend, was standing with two hands full of dirty dishes. She finished her conversation with the regular sitting next to my stool and turned, giving me one of her patented “what are you up to?” stares.

				She wore her usual outfit: minimum make-up, light brown hair in a ponytail, tight, size-small t-shirt to show off her trim figure, and the ever-present black jeans. “Boy, you’ve got a look on your face tonight. You either caught a big fat salmon or she was awfully good lookin.’”

				“I wasn’t fishing today, except for leads.”

				“Oh jeez. I won’t even ask,” she said, rolling her eyes. “You must know something about the murder though?”

				“Yeah, I was at the murder scene. You don’t want to know.”

				“I can’t believe it! It’s happening again right here in Petoskey. Must be some big city connection though?”

				“That’s what we think. Jen, I’ve seen a lot of this in the big cities. Now it’s starting to happen locally. I was hoping we could avoid it here.”

				“I know. I know.”

				She looked off for a second at the far wall.

			

			
				“How come you and I can think like we do, and then there are all these lowlifes?”

				“I don’t know, and if I did, it would still be hard to give you an answer.”

				“See ya hon,” she said squeezing my hand softly. “I gotta go. Busy here tonight. Say hello to Beth.” She walked away shaking her head.

				I sat down again and took a sip of the screwdriver. The small, lonely television on the wall behind the bar proclaimed a string of local commercials provided by the local cable guys in between programs on ESPN. First, an open invitation for boaters to use the Little Traverse Marina, and then a slick showing of Stevens Real Estate properties at Bay Harbor, and finally a loud, obnoxious presentation by Rick and Ben who owned a local muffler and tire center. I thanked the stars for finally returning to the network coverage of the Cubs severe beating of the Phillies.

				“Now there’s one rich bastard,” said the regular next to me.

				“Really?” I said, wondering how either Rick or Ben could fit the description. I didn’t think there was big money in mufflers.

				“My wife use to work for the jerk. Chuck Stevens: real high roller type. You know: designer suits and long, expensive cigars. He’s got a hand in the marina too, you know.”

				“Bay Harbor is just hard to believe,” I said finally understanding and speaking of the development for the ultra-rich which had mushroomed on the shore of the bay, south of the city attracting hollow-headed jetsetters and the human-leech types who hung around them.

				A couple of the guys at one of the two pool tables were starting to raise their voices. I noticed two young women sitting at their table with three empty pitchers of the nectar of the gods in front of them. One of the women was wearing a fancy t-shirt that said “Rock My World” in silver studded letters and very tight, stretch white jeans. She stood up and walked toward the jukebox. Her straight, blonde hair, which hung half-way down her back, reminded me of my ex, Jane when we had first met. The Doctor walked to the end of the bar and eyed the guys for a few seconds.

				“Hey amigos. You need to quiet it down over there, Comprende?”

				“Oh yeah, sorry,” said the taller of the two. The blonde walked back from the jukebox and mildly punched him as “Lonely Old Night” crunched out. I bobbed my head a couple times to the guitar chords and then wondered if Beth and I were the two lonely people mentioned in John Mellencamp’s song. I needed to make that call soon. The Doctor was standing in front of me again.

				“We’re on to something here Doctor. That short kid at the crime scene gave me a sheet of paper he had found there. Had a phone number on it.”

				He was gathering a few plates and glasses.

				“Turned out to be some convenience store in Horton Bay.”

				“The Edwina Bradley connection. This almost seems too easy,” he said, looking straight into my eyes. “There’s something else you’re not telling me.”

			

			
				“Yeah, I talked to Tommy D. The woman who was murdered was from New York City. They found her purse in a dumpster three blocks away. And her name wasn’t Edwina.”

				He winced and looked away.

				“You need to get in touch with our client, you know.”

				“I was going to see if I could get her to come here tonight.”

				“Go for it, man,” he said walking towards the other end of the bar.

				“Here’s your dinero, amigo,” said a voice to my right. The Doctor’s face was suddenly tense.

				I saw a hand outstretched toward The Doctor and the handsome profile of the taller man with long, straight, black hair who was talking to him. There was no denying the anger in his eyes.

				“The food was Bueno. Gracias amigo,” the man said sternly, walking quickly away towards the front door.

				The Doctor took the money off the counter and headed back toward me.

				“Shit, man.”

				I didn’t have to lecture the bartender about political correctness. Even with his five years in Detroit, it had been hard for him to break some provincial habits. I looked at him, then around at several faces. Nothing was different. It was still a typical, weekday-night, dinner time at McCormick’s.

				“Oh, that was Stan,” he said, seeming to shake off the incident.

				“That guy?” I said pointing in the direction of the door.

				“No. The guy that was leaving when you came in. Big guy.”

				“OK, and who is Stan, again?”

				“The guy that’s going to do all the computer research for us now. Just paying him by the hour. He owns the Not Half Fast computer shop over on Wilson Street.

				“OK. He any good?”

				“Very.”

				The next voice I was hearing was the desk clerk at Stafford’s Perry Hotel telling me something that I already knew: my party was not answering. Ms. Beddow was not in her room. I was squeezed into the pay phone cubby hole holding the only “legal” phone in the bar. I left a message, hung up, and turned around to see the young woman in the tight white jeans face to face.

				“All finished?” she said, smiling politely.

				“All yours,” I said. Up close, she didn’t look a thing like Jane.

			

			
				



			

	





				Chapter Six


				I had envisioned earlier in the evening that I might end the night in a cozy situation with Beth. Instead, I found myself near the corner of Howard and Grove sitting behind the wheel of the Model-A, holding a flashlight over the squirrel book. It was nearly two-thirty, and I was waiting for my partner. From the table of contents, I had moved right to Chapter Five: 50 Methods, in which the author got real cute in a long list, suggesting ridiculous things like taming an owl or hawk. But one of the ideas had caught my attention right away: point your camera flash at the beasts.

				I remembered our old Labrador, during the days in Atlanta, bolting and running from a family picture because of the flash. It would be worth a try. I thumbed through some other parts of the book, occasionally glancing at my watch. This guy was really into his subject. I was hoping the headlights approaching in my rearview mirror were The Doctor’s. The vehicle pulled up right behind me. When the door opened, I saw the familiar grin looking rather demonic under the dim of the distant, overhead street light.

				“Let’s go diving!” he said before shutting the truck door. He walked toward the curb like a crab, thrusting one leg into an old pair of fishing waders while the other leg was still out. We were standing next to the dumpster that the cops had found the purse in. According to The Doctor they had missed something.

				“You first Mr. Jacque Cousteau.”

				“You’ll be sorry if I find some impressive evidence,” he said climbing in.

				I looked up at the new moon as a cool breeze from the lake brushed my left cheek. It helped with the increasing stench that was being stirred up by The Doctor. Holding the flashlight so it shined into the dumpster, I listened to him rummage around singing, “Tell me something good…” The opening line of the song was followed by an embarrassing imitation of the wah-wah guitar part in the song. I wished there was someone else around that I could roll my eyes for.

				“You know, you gotta hand it to the guys working this case,” said a muffled voice.

				“Why’s that?” I felt like I was talking to myself.

				“Hey, we’re a good three blocks away and they found a purse here. They had to be peeking into a whole hell of a lot of trash bins.”

				We were behind Lendon’s Grocery, a small neighborhood place on Howard Street, that apparently shared the bin with an auto repair garage next door. The Howard Street area was a working class neighborhood where families lived in small frame houses on meager paychecks and the lowest credit card rates they could find. Some worked in the gypsum plant south of Charlevoix, some labored in local shops, and many provided the services for the mammoth, summer tourist industry that in many ways catered to the rich and wanna-be famous.

			

			
				“Christine grew up one street over and three blocks down, you know,” he said clutching a couple food wrappers in his high rubber gloves.

				“I thought it was somewhere around here.”

				“It’s right next to a little, run-down place with one of those old, gigantic satellite dishes in the front yard.”

				“You see those around here and there.”

				“Tom Browne claims it was the inspiration for that hit country song he wrote.”

				Tom was Christine’s father. The Doctor was making more noise. Digging deeper.

				“I knew he had been in a country band, but a hit?”

				“He and this other guy wrote it for the band as a joke, and then some guy heard them who wanted to record it. The rest is history. Got played on a lot of northern Michigan country stations.”

				“He’s an amazing guy,” I said shaking my head.

				“What did they find in that purse anyway?” said The Doctor, standing up with something in his hand.

				“I don’t know for sure. The wallet with identification, cosmetics, the usual. Oh yeah, Tommy D. said there was money in the wallet. What did you find?”

				“An empty envelope.”

				I was suddenly uneasy for some reason. I looked up at the moon once again and then down the street. Quick glances in all directions yielded nothing but a couple of parked cars halfway down the block on North Henry. I shined the flashlight on the front of the envelope that The Doctor held in front of me.

				“Maude’s photos,” I read aloud.

				“What’s our victim’s name?” he said, climbing out.

				“Samantha something.”

				“Make sure that when you talk to Ms. Beddow that you ask about photographs.”

				“What about you? Aren’t you going to be around?”

				“I figured you would do better one-on-one.”

				“Yeah right. Then I get in trouble with Beth,” I said striding toward the Model-A. “What was the name of that song that Tom Browne wrote, anyway?”

				He stared at me straight-faced, looking like an eight-year-old who had a big secret to tell.

				“Welfare Satellite Dish,” he said with great satisfaction.

				I watched him struggle out of the waders. Looking down the street, I noticed some movement in one of the parked cars. Just as quickly the car’s lights flashed on. It quickly accelerated, tires squealing into a U-turn, and then sped off in the other direction. The Doctor and I stared at each other.

			

			
				“Teenage love at three in the morning?” I said.

				“More like adult surveillance. Was that car here when you pulled up?”

				“I think so. Maybe not. Didn’t notice any movement in it before. Think it’s some state detectives?”

				“Yeah, and the governor, too,” he said jumping out on to the pavement. “Hang on to that envelope. I got a hunch.”

				I stashed it in my back pocket and watched him quickly pull off the waders, point at me, and then toward the lake. He entered his truck running. He floored the beast, heading off in the direction of the suspicious car. 

				With a watchful eye, I drove a block toward the lake, made a right turn, and then ten more to my house. All of the questions were making my head feel like a lead weight. And to top it off, I wasn’t sure if I should behave like a predator or the prey.

			

			
				



			

	





				Chapter Seven

				Mary Rhimes, the short, stocky, bottle-blonde waitress at the Flap Jack Shack had been a friend of mine since my first, lonely week in Petoskey almost five years ago. I watched her hustling from table to table as I thought about the past day’s events, staring aimlessly at the breakfast menu. She was a lady on a perpetual diet. A woman whose mission, at this point in her life, was to get as slim as she was when she graduated from high school. Actually, she was quite an attractive woman that most people didn’t notice was a little chubby, but she kept at the weight-loss routine. 

				“Havin’ those buckwheats this morning, Hon?” she said, pouring me coffee.

				“Yes. Thanks Mary,” I said handing her the menu. “Say Mary, do I remember right that you grew up in East Jordan?”

				“Lived there till I graduated high school. Then I came to the big town to waitress. Better money here, you know. And that’s when I started to lose my girlish form. You should have seen me back then Mr. Livingstone, you would have wanted to wine me, dine me, and serve me breakfast the next morning.”

				It didn’t take much to get her started. “You’ll always be a heartbreaker, Mary. So what do you know about the town of Horton Bay? It’s north, up the Lake Charlevoix coast from there.”

				“Just a couple of stores and a gas station. That’s where Ernest Hemingway would go when he was a teenager, and he wrote some stories about it. The buildings there are old, two-story jobs, you know painted white and all. You can kind of imagine how it looked back then. Then there’s a whole bunch of summer places along the lakeshore, two and three deep in places. You got somebody foolin’ around in one of those cabins down there, Mr. Livingstone?”

				Mary was always looking for juicy information on my latest case. And, yes, I’d found another Hemingway expert. She left to get my usual, buckwheat pancake order, which I figured she had already put in when I had sat down, so I decided to give Ms. Beddow a wake-up call. The somewhat raspy voice that emerged from my cell phone wasn’t what I had expected.

				“Good morning Ms. Beddow. This is Rob Livingstone,” I said quite properly.

				“Well, good morning to you, Mr. Livingstone. I’m surprised you’re up so early, when you were up so late.”

				Was she making an assumption or was she having me watched? I lowered my eyebrows and continued.

			

			
				“Yes, Ms. Beddow. There have been a few changes in the case, and I need to talk to you. Would you be available for lunch?”

				“Here you are, Mr. Livingstone. You can take me to lunch anytime, Hon,” Mary said, setting down the pancakes.

				“Oh yes, certainly,” said Ms. Beddow. “Why don’t you come right here to the Perry? I’ve heard the food is quite good. Maybe around twelve-thirty? I’ve got an invitation to go to the beach this morning.”

				I sat quietly reading the restaurant copy of the Free Press, staring at the stark, blasé, seventies-inspired walls of the Flap Jack Shack, and considering my options for the rest of the morning. There were too many questions bothering me. How did Ms. Beddow know I was up late? And why did The Doctor think this envelope was from Samantha Moore’s purse, anyway? Who was this Edwina? If there was any sense to all of this, I wasn’t picking it up.

				Maybe The Doctor would have a bright idea. I had decided there was a possibility for two separate columns about the Hemingway experts, so I knew I would have to check out the library and historical museum, taking notes, of course. And Mary. Would she love to see her name in a statewide paper?

				“Mary,” I nearly shouted, rudely waving her to the table.

				“More coffee, sir?”

				“I’m sorry Mary. Too excited! Tell me everything you know about Ernest Hemingway.”

				“Ok hon. I’ll take my break in about five minutes.”

				A half hour later I headed out the door crammed with notions, tidbits, and half-century old gossip about the pugnacious author known around the world for reinventing novelistic style. Mary had set me on a roll, and I had another hour to make a couple more stops before meeting the stylish Cynthia.

				Stafford’s Perry Hotel, a quaint, three-story, turn-of-the-century, and brick establishment was located on the edge of the gaslight district of downtown Petoskey and the coast highway, Sunset Boulevard. It was classy old money, and, as it proclaimed itself, “a tradition.” It was a stark contrast to the glass and cement high-rise hotels of the new, jet-set development of Bayport, which had been aggressively built in the nineties. It was a summer home to the new rich who sat in cafes paying inflated prices. The largest dining room in the Perry, the Rose Room, was a picture of simple elegance: white linens, square tables, vintage chairs, and a view of the bay through a number of windows.

				While standing and waiting by the doorway for the hostess to return, I saw Ms. Beddow sitting rather squarely in a chair at a table with a window view, waving a greeting and flashing a set of perfect white teeth. Crossing the dining room floor, I wasn’t sure how I was going to conduct the interrogation. This woman was a looker and she liked me. I considered turning around, walking out, and calling Beth quickly from the lobby. Yet, there were way too many inconsistencies in what Cynthia had said and what had taken place. It was perplexing. I sat down opposite her, and found myself transfixed by a pair of deep, brown eyes.

			

			
			

			
				



			

	





				Chapter Eight


				The voice was distant, then nearer. The words became clearer as the glare from the midday sun reflecting off a silver platter caught me staring.

				“I have been told the club sandwich is wonderful here.”

				We were seated in a booth for two, shaped like half of an oval, two steps above the main dining room floor. It afforded a panoramic view through the glass-paneled wall of the northern part of Little Traverse Bay, with the city of Harbor Springs in the distance. Ms. Beddow was peering at me over the edge of her menu. I had been staring at her eyes for much too long.

				“Or the whitefish sandwich should be good,” I managed to mumble out, wondering what Beth would say if she saw us.

				“Yes, I’ve heard about the whitefish here.”

				OK, time to get down to business and out of dreamland. I laid my menu down flat, nervously brushed back my hair with my right hand, and planted my right elbow on the edge of the table. My facial expression became intense and serious.

				“Ms. Beddow, I think you’re going to have to level with me. You have been elusive in what you’ve told us. If we’re going to represent you, we need a straight story.”

				“Mr. Livingstone, please call me Cynthia. Actually, my good friends call me Cyn.”

				I wasn’t going there no matter how she spelled it.

				“Ms. Beddow,” I said bluntly, almost rudely, “the woman who was murdered was not Edwina Bradley. Her name was Samantha Moore. She was a resident of New York City. You didn’t happen to know her, did you?”

				“Why, no. Not at all.” She paused and waited, swallowing nervously.

				“Well, Mr. Livingstone, what has happened to Miss Bradley then? Why didn’t she meet with me? I’m afraid I’m a bit confused.”

				I was sure she was lying about Samantha Moore. Her momentary pause and an attack of severe blinking had given her away. She seemed truly puzzled about Edwina Bradley or whoever she had spoken to on the phone. I persisted.

				“You didn’t seem to be very confused when you quickly identified the dead woman over the phone to The Doctor. How again did you do that?”

				“I told you before Mr. Livingstone. It’s Rob, isn’t it?”

				She wouldn’t let up. I nodded.

				“The way that Mr. Williams described the body fit the description that this ‘Edwina’ gave to me of herself, so I could identify her when we met. She said she was twenty-something. I don’t remember.”

			

			
				I ordered the whitefish sandwich and baked French mushroom and onion soup, while she picked the marinated portobello and asiago cheese sandwich. We sat nervously for a few minutes talking about the beach at Petoskey State Park that a friend had taken her to that morning. I wondered about the “friend,” but decided not to ask. In regards to Ms. Beddow, I wasn’t sure what was truth and what was fiction. We were served, but my first taste of the whitefish sandwich was ruined by a rather loud conversation between an elderly woman patron and a young waitress at a table fairly near us.

				I heard the words “toast” and “not toast” said several times, and the seated woman was pointing at some sort of sandwich, shaking her head back and forth with her nose up in the air. The waitress, a rather pierced, young woman was much angrier than she should have been. The hostess then arrived and attempted to calm the situation down. The waitress walked away toward us mouthing a few obscenities and muttering “rich bitch” softly. She had obviously had enough of the Detroit suburbanite wife of an overblown vice-president. I knew where she was coming from.

				The whitefish was top shelf. So was the soup. Ms. Beddow daintily ate her sandwich, and I noticed that she was staring intently at me again. She finished chewing, patted her mouth with the linen napkin, and spoke in a more hushed tone than before.

				“This sandwich is great, even if it’s a little over-fried. How’s yours?”

				I nodded approvingly, mouth full, wondering if I had misread her a bit.

				“Rob, there is something that I haven’t told you.”

				Now she assumed a different posture. She continued staring, innocently, like a schoolgirl with a crush. I put both elbows on the table and moved in closer. I caught a whiff of her cologne and was in the femme-fatale zone again. I quickly pinched the back of my left hand.

				“We received phone threats while I was still in New York.”

				“We? What kind of threats?” I said a little short of breath, probably more from the innocence of her eyes than the threatening meaning of her words.

				“My boss, John Ross, and I both received calls. John said that a mumbling man told him to forget the Hemingway paper search or people would get hurt. My caller, probably the same guy, said pretty much the same thing except he didn’t say the word ‘hurt.’”

				She paused losing some composure. “He threatened my life,” she added, in barely a whisper. She turned sideways away from me, cross her legs conspicuously, and sat quietly in her grey and black casual dress waiting for my response. I wanted to sympathetically hug her, but Beth’s face popped into my brain. So I stayed composed.

			

			
				“Have you told the authorities? Do you need protection?” I was thinking The Doctor and I could take turns shadowing her.

				“No, no, no. I can take care of myself. Thank you Mr. Livingstone.”

				She looked around nervously, folded her napkin and placed it on the table. “I really have to be going.”

				I mimicked her, standing up.

				“I’m expecting a call from my boss. He’s always checking on me.”

				Empathizing with her frustrations, I left a generous tip for the pierced waitress, walked Ms. Beddow to the elevator, and watched her step into it. She smiled bravely as the doors slid shut, leaving me wondering if she would be safe. One murder was enough for a while.

				I decided a quick mini-tour of the Perry Hotel was in order, since Cynthia was a registered guest and we might have to keep an eye on her. Heading first for the front doors, I took a quick detour up the stairway on the thick, turquoise carpet past the busy, red-and-blue, floral print wallpaper to the second floor, passing a young, college-aged housekeeper who smiled politely as she passed. Housekeeping at the Perry would be a great job for Cherie next summer, but Jane would never let her live with me for more than a week.

				Hanging on to the banister, I rounded the second floor quickly knowing Ms. Beddow’s room was 208, and headed for the top floor of the old hotel. I was going to take time to survey the hotel plan. I found myself next to the elevator door in an elaborately decorated hallway with fleur-de-lis wallpaper, wainscoting and rows of large framed prints, including photos of old Petoskey and diagrams of turn-of-the-century antiques. I headed toward the far end of the long hallway, passing another elevator and stopping in front of an old photograph of the Empire Hotel, one of a dozen and a half large hotels that accommodated crowds of vacationers in the 1890’s and early twentieth century. The Empire had burned to the ground in 1908 and was never rebuilt.

				I heard the sound of a door closing and saw the back of a tall, greying man walking away from me; he peered back at me, over his shoulder, like I had just offended his wife. I turned away and walked to the end of the hallway where there were no stairs but only a fire escape. I took a minute to pretend I was interested in something I could see through the window, and then, seeing the man was gone, headed back toward the elevator. The other end of the hallway cut on a diagonal, leaving a short piece of the hall on a ninety-degree angle to the other end. No stairway at the other end either, but I ducked into a large reading room with shelves full of best sellers, romance novels and mysteries.

				On the elevator going down to the street level, I was wondering if the call from the elusive Edwina hadn’t been some sort of a set-up. But I couldn’t quite figure out what the motive would be to lure someone here under false pretenses. That didn’t make sense either. It was clear that Edwina was the key; if she was real, it changed everything.

			

			
				Exiting the elevator and passing the reception desk, I looked back and noticed a burley, young man with close-cropped hair approaching the open elevator door, clutching a copy of the New York Daily News. I watched the door close and stared at the floor indicator lights. In a few seconds the second floor light glowed conspicuously.

			

			
				



			

	





				Chapter Nine


				I had fallen asleep in my desk chair that night after listening to a couple of squirrels tap dancing on the roof above the bedroom. I had been writing some brainstorming ideas for future columns and the beginning two paragraphs of a rough draft on the “Hemingway experts.” I finally collapsed on the bed, removing only my shoes.

				Waking in the middle of the night, I remembered a dream which seemed to be taking place mostly in Atlanta, but also included me viewing the crime scene from the other morning. There were some figures in the dream, including a woman who resembled both Ms. Beddow and a woman I had been involved with in Atlanta after Jane had taken Cherie back to Michigan with her. Someone that looked a lot like the state detective from Gaylord had been there acting like a big-city chief of police, and The Doctor had been traipsing around the whole area singing some song that went “fa, fa, fa, fa, over and over,” echoing across the river valley.

				Psychologists say that dreams are a distorted reflection of reality, and that they can hold the keys to greater self-understanding and discovery. For me, this dream was more like: the good news and the bad news. It didn’t matter which I wanted first because it came simultaneously. When it came right down to what I wanted to get from the dream the most, it was the name of that damn song that The Doctor had been mouthing.

				I had decided to walk the dozen blocks to the Emmet County Historical Museum which was housed in a red brick building down by the waterfront. I was about halfway there, and I had already had a conversation with Tommy D., which was full of more acronyms than a college dictionary. The other word he had used endlessly was “no.” There were no leads, no new evidence, no news. “And what interest did I have in the case, anyway?” he had said. “Did I know something?” I told him that if I did, I would let him know A.S.A.P. I touched off quickly before he could find another acronym.

				The easiest way to reach the historical museum from the house was to walk through the edge of the gaslight district, the section of town containing many turn-of-the century, two and three-story buildings, and towards the lake, down several stairways and through a tunnel under Lakeside Drive. I had called The Doctor and was muttering “no’s,” Delehanty-style, concerning the updates on the case, when I was almost run over by a skateboarder in the middle of the tunnel. There was a “sorry man” from the kid and an “OK” from me, before I had to cross the wide access drive which led to the building in front of the slips and marina down by the bay.

			

			
				The Doctor was jogging and talking on the phone at the same time. Yes, he was on his way, but running late, so to speak. Something about the history of an old house Christine thought they might be interested in. I was ready to take some good notes on Hemingway. I figured I would get some great information from several ladies of the historical society who were the real experts.

				I maneuvered into the air-conditioned, single-story building past the large exhibit of old Petoskey to the reception desk. A rather tall, thin woman dressed quite properly in a pastel blue, summer suit stood talking to another woman about shelving locations. She stopped and turned toward me.

				“Can I help you?”

				“Looking for information on Hemingway,” I said vaguely.

				A smile came to her face as if I had mentioned the name of an old and dear friend.

				“We have the exhibit of book covers on display right now. What were you looking for, specifically?”

				“Anything about his years in this area,” I said.

				“You know, when he came back after the war, he stayed in the Burke house where he rented a room. The house is still there. And he would walk two blocks to the library where he supposedly did a lot of reading and research. Mrs. Ida Hamilton was the librarian then, and she took a real liking to the young man, helping him quite a bit. She thought he was very charming.”

				She paused looking over my shoulder. The Doctor was standing behind me listening intently. I looked back at her.

				“He’s with me,” I said smiling.

				She winced, peering again at the man in worn out jogging shorts and a sweaty, torn t-shirt from some 10k run in 2009. At the same time I noticed a couple of fortyish, casually-dressed, tourist women who were admiring his backside. It was then that I noticed the pack on his back.

				“Sue Marvino at the library can tell you more than I can about the whole area. You know he liked to eat at Jesperson’s. Of course, another authority on Hemingway’s years in the area is Maude Melton who runs the antique store on the coast of Lake Charlevoix near Horton Bay. She’ll talk your ear off though. Long as you want to listen.”

				My ears had perked up at that second name and The Doctor was whistling under his breath, “Maude, Maude, Horton Bay, Horton Bay.”

				We thanked the lady, and I stopped to look at an enlarged photo of a Petoskey street scene, circa 1916, which was now part of the gaslight district. Jesperson’s sign was prominent. The restaurant was only a four block walk and a good place to start talking about in the column. I made a mental note. The Doctor had stopped to look at another display case. I walked around behind him giving the day pack a soft pat.

			

			
				“Jogging with a pack? Kind of hot for this time of year. Adding extra weight for training?

				“No man, I got some new clothes.”

				Now for most people this was no big thing, but for The Doctor, it was revolutionary.

				“Christine has been nagging about it, I bet” I said, trying to be kind.

				“No, got some new work clothes. Let me show you.”

				I watched him open the pack and produce two long sleeve tee shirts and two pairs of pants: one all black outfit and one all camouflage. I looked at him, puzzled.

				“For Work?”

				“Yeah, just at night. You know, after dark. Think about it. OK. Maybe you want to invest in some?”

				I laughed, walking toward the exit, and then pushed through the heavy door by myself out into the bright sunshine. I had stepped off of the curb and was ready to cross the circular access drive when I turned back to check on him.

				The next ten seconds seemed to take place in slow motion, with first, a loud squealing of tires, next, a brief glimpse of a dark vehicle rounding the drive, and then, the Doctor yelling and running towards me. I remember him grabbing me like a grocery sack, and finally the two of us falling back onto the sidewalk. The next thing I knew, the two women who had scoped him out inside were standing over me asking if I was all right. My chest felt like a safe had been dropped on it. I couldn’t talk. Breathing was extremely hard and painful. The women continued talking to The Doctor who was standing next to them with a notebook and a pen in his hands.

				Five minutes later I was finally sitting up on the sidewalk breathing a whole hell of a lot better, and I had stopped wondering whether I was going to live to see forty-three. The women had left, and The Doctor was walking around and looking in all directions.

				“You breathing better now, lover boy?”

				He was testing my mind as well as my body. 

				 I managed to move my jaws slowly. “What did you see?”

				“SUV tried to run you over.”

				“God, I know that. What else?”

				“At least two guys, baseball caps, sunglasses, black Explorer, tinted glass.”

				“That’s a start,” I muttered trying to stand up.

				“And BPR 8672.”

				Sitting back down, I managed to turn my head and crack half a smile. I looked out at the circular drive and noticed large groups of shrubbery that had hidden the vehicle from me until the last seconds. I saw The Doctor talking to another man and I heard the word “police” used. The Doctor was saying things like “not necessary” and “all over.” Then he was walking toward me again.

			

			
				“Let’s go, man. We don’t need the cops poking their noses into this right now,” he said, extending an arm to help me up.

				I stood up, feeling like a punching bag, and started to walk slowly toward the tunnel back to town.

				“There’s something else,” I said, slowly walking next to The Doctor.

				“I told you everything there is,” he said looking at me.

				“No, not that. What song is it that goes “fa,fa,fa,fa?”

				He stopped and gazed into my eyes.

				“Did you hit your head somehow?”

				“No, no. It was in a dream.”

				“Otis Reading, man. Means I love you. ‘Fa,fa,fa,fa (Means I Love You).’”

				He sang loudly, clearly, and on-key. It was the only time that I could remember that The Doctor’s singing had made me feel better. 

			

			
				



			

	





				Chapter Ten

				Jesperson’s Restaurant and Pie Shoppe had been in the same location since it opened in 1903. It wasn’t hard to imagine a young Ernest Hemingway sitting at a small table, littered with plates and glasses, writing rough prose. A neat line of vintage counter stools with white tops faced the long restaurant counter. The Doctor and I sat in the middle of the row being comforted by the smell and taste of fresh baked goods. He was devouring a large piece of Dutch apple pie while I was picking at a piece of blueberry, managing to alternately sip water and coffee. I was still feeling like the SUV had actually hit me.

				“I feel like I got run over by a truck,” I said, glancing over at him.

				“Yeah? Well, you didn’t.”

				“You’re a genius.”

				“I know.”

				“Man, you hit me hard. How come the colleges didn’t recruit you? I bet you could have played college ball. They’re dying to get their hands on guys that are big and, at the same time, fast like you.”

				“Couldn’t make up my mind. Glad I didn’t. I wouldn’t be jogging five miles today if I had. Probably would have been through about three knee operations, too.”

				The restaurant was a clean, well-lighted place. I could see why young Papa felt at home here. The modern-day version was a long, narrow, rectangular room with both walls plastered with Petoskey photographs and memorabilia. Square tables for four were the dominant seating arrangement, set with red and blue checkered tablecloths. I loved everything about it, except the extra “pe” in the name of the place. With the “Founded 1903” on the sign, I guessed the owners thought all of the tourists had flunked math class and couldn’t tell it was a century “olde.”

				“I was almost run over once before you know. Down in Atlanta.”

				The doctor was peering at me intently.

				“I had been having lunch with a couple associates of a local entrepreneur whose wife had been murdered in a parking lot a couple nights before. It was in the Savoy Room of the Ritz-Carlton Hotel, one of the grand old hotels of Atlanta. I was interviewing them about the accused murderer, a man named Harry Oates. We had finished lunch and walked out the front entrance onto Peachtree Street, right across from the historic Fox Theater, which was built in the thirties. It was one of the first places to show Gone With The Wind. They still run it for a full week every year.” The talking was making me feel better, maybe just the air moving in and out of my lungs.

			

			
				“Like the Fox Theater in Detroit?”

				“You got it.”

				“I’ve been there. Very cool.”

				“Anyway, we were standing on the curb hailing a taxi for the two of them when this old, pickup truck roars down on us with two wheels up over the curb on the sidewalk. I jumped and ran forward into the street narrowly missing another cab. The other guys fell backward, so it missed all of us. We found out later that old Harry had hired a hit on his wife and had paid some lowlife five-hundred bucks to run down his two associates who, evidently, knew too much.”

				“Yeah. You must be feeling a little better, talking so much.”

				“At least my mind seems to be working well. I really should give Beth a call.”

				The look he gave me convinced me to keep the whole thing quiet.

				Walking the last six blocks back to the house must have burned off at least a tenth of the calories of the pie, but it felt like ten times the amount. After getting back, I was too hyped up to lie down, so I decided to drop The Doctor off at his apartment and take a drive out of town into the country, down along the shore of Lake Charlevoix to Horton Bay. There was a Hemingway expert I wanted to talk to there, and maybe I’d just ask her about a certain, empty photo envelope that I’d seen. When I stopped the model-A in front of The Doctor’s apartment, I noticed my ribs were hurting more again.

				“So were they trying to run you over or just brush you back a bit? You know what I mean?” he said opening the car door. He remained seated.

				“Not really. Who are “they?”

				“Hell if I know, but they’re the same bunch who offed Samantha Moore and threatened Ms. Beddow. And they know she is our client.”

				I thought about the last statement as I watched him get out. 

				“Why don’t you give Ms. Beddow’s boss, John Ross, a call at Simon and Schuster to check on the threats,” I said, looking up at him.

				He pulled out his wallet, pinched out a business card, and leaned back into the Model-A.

				“Sorry about the ribs, partner.”

			

			
				



			

	





				Chapter Eleven

				The orange-flavored nicotine gum I had just bought for the drive to Horton Bay was enough to make a hardened criminal gag. I think it was some marketing guy’s flavor-of-the-week joke on the unsuspecting ex-smokers. I rolled down the window and threw it out as far as I could. And forty dollars a pop for the package. The patch was too secretive; I had enough to hide from the general public. Big deal. I’m trying to quit smoking. God, I needed a cigarette after that bullshit this morning.

				Heading south out of town on Highway 31, I passed the old fairgrounds on my left and then a few scattered businesses, the road finally giving way to the open country. I caught glimpses of the white caps on Lake Michigan through the oaks and poplars which lined the highway on the right. After a few miles I could see signs of the fabricated grandeur of Bay Harbor manifesting in new buildings housing sleek, modern furniture stores, and old tool and die shops with modern looking facades selling plumbing and heating materials which looked like they were designed for futuristic dwellings. Feeling some relief, I made a hard left onto Horton Bay Road. After only a quarter mile, I was back in the serene farm country again.

				I was halfway to Lake Charlevoix before I realized the driving was calming me down. Passing some working farms as the back highway rolled up and down the large hills, I was reminded of the original reason I had fled the big city: there was life out here, not death and dead bodies. Talking to The Doctor about Atlanta was bringing up my demons again. The reason I had ended that crime reporter career: the “Ponce” murders. I stared ahead at the highway, trying to focus on the late August, bright sunshine. The cell phone was doing its Latin thing.

				“Are you all right? Jeez you guys. What’s going on? This is getting like the big city. Where are you?”

				It was Beth. I debated which question or comment to deal with first.

				“I’m OK. Feeling better. On my way to an antique shop near Horton Bay. How many women do you know named Maude?”

				“Maude? Why? None. That’s an unusual name.”

				“That’s what I thought. Might have a good lead here on the murder. If nothing else I should be getting enough material for my next column.”

				“Good. Rob, I’m glad you’re OK. Oh, and I found a great recipe I want to make for you. It’s tapas. That’s a Spanish thing. “I heard somewhere that Spanish is the loving tongue. How’s your Spanish?”

			

			
				This woman sure had a way about her. Reaching the crest of a hill, I cut her off quickly because I had seen a red sedan driving behind me on the top of the next hill. I was now keeping one eye on the road and the other on the mirrors.

				“Sorry, you there yet?” I said checking the mirror again. 

				“Uh-huh. You still sound stressed.”

				“Well, I may have company. What I really need is a cigarette.”

				“No. Chew that gum and be careful, Rob.”

				After approaching the end of the road, I made a quick right, moving away from the crossroads of Horton Bay northwest up Lake Charlevoix Road. Then, after a couple more quick rights, I pulled behind a battered-looking, cottage garage where I could see a section of the lake road between the two buildings. I watched the sedan, only a bald-headed driver visible, speed by in hot pursuit of a phantom vehicle. The guy must have followed me all of the way from the house.

				I waited for about ten minutes, thinking about what connection this lady could have to the murder, if, in fact, the photo envelope was from Samantha Moore’s purse. After all, it could be from some lady named Maude from someplace like Muncie, Indiana up here on a holiday. A Maude with a British Heritage. And she had tossed it into the dumpster while visiting the quaint, backstreet re-sale shops, to be found later by a diving Doctor. I figured I would soon know one way or the other.

				I guess the quick turn-around had worked because the man in the red car was nowhere to be seen. Maybe he would follow the road all the way to the outskirts of downtown Charlevoix and be treated to an incredibly scenic view of Lake Michigan. I hoped so.

				I drove back southeast on the lake road toward Horton Bay. I saw the Stop and Shop gas station and convenience store, a set of tiny, neat, painted-up cabins that belonged to Betty, or so the sign said, and, a little farther down the road, a placard for Maude’s Antiques.

				“A pleasant day out there today, but a little hot,” said the woman’s voice.

				I had been looking at some of the Detroit and Chicago sports memorabilia, since there had been no one visible when I had entered. I turned and was confronted by a plump, wide-faced woman wearing thick, black-rimmed glasses. Although they were the current fashion, I could tell hers were several years old, and even though she couldn’t have been past fifty, her tablecloth-check dress made her look ten years older.

				“Yes it is,” I said wiping a few beads of sweat off my forehead. “Nice collection of artifacts from Detroit teams. My hometown.”

				“Are you a collector?”

			

			
				“No, not at all. Actually, I’m here to gather a little information if you’ve got the time. By the way, you’re not from Muncie are you?” I said with a poker-faced smile.

				“Muncie? Muncie, Indiana? Why no, I grew up about three miles from here. Why do you ask?”

				“I thought maybe you had a little Hoosier in you,” I said wondering not only what the word meant, but also how someone could have “the Hoosier” in them. The odd look she gave me was more than justified.

				We sat at a remarkably well-preserved oak table with a pedestal bottom and matching chairs. I found Maude Melton to be a well-educated and amiable woman. I told her that I had a dual purpose in visiting her. We chit-chatted about Papa in his early days. She related anecdote after anecdote about the seventeen-year-old boy of Longfield Farm, the lodger at the Pinehurst Inn in Horton Bay, and the now famous stories he had written that were set in or near to the town which now was just a cluster of a few old buildings. I took meticulous notes.

				Finally, I changed the subject to my investigations. She sat wide-eyed as I told her about the body, the supposedly newly-found manuscripts, and finally the envelope labeled Maude’s pictures. I produced the envelope and laid it on the table. She studied the writing momentarily and then spoke.

				“I don’t recognize the writing or have any idea what pictures would have been in here. Must be another ‘Maude.’”

				She sounded truthful to me. I wished The Doctor was here. He usually could tell a song and dance by facial expressions and tone of voice.

				“I do have some valuable photos in my private collection that I can show you though,” she said, rising and walking toward the back room. 

				She emerged with two small antique photo albums which she laid in front of us. I watched her intently as she opened the first of the two and saw her expression change. 

				“Well, here are a few of the Horton Bay area from those days. I had forgotten that I had loaned several of the best ones to Anna of The Hemingway Society to make copies for an article they were doing for Michigan History magazine. Why don’t you give me your number, and I’ll contact her to see when I can get them back. Then you can see them if you like.”

				I didn’t have to be a student of human emotion like The Doctor to figure out she was lying to me at this point. Maude was a quick thinker, and I thought that I might give this Anna a call. On the way out I picked up a large, orange and black mug with facsimile autographs of all the players of the 1984 World Champion Detroit Tigers which headlined the slogan, “Bless You Boys.” It would make a great birthday present for Cherie, an incurable Detroit sports fan.

				The drive back to town along the shoreline of the sparkling lake and through the golden fields of farm country was a joy. I was slowly working up an appetite. A little breakfast and a few bites of pie was a strange diet. My cell phone sounded just as I was about to make the turn onto Highway 31. Back to the real world. The Doctor was excited and talking fast.

			

			
				“You doin’ better there buddy?”

				“Yeah, a lot. And listen I talked to Maude at Horton’s Bay—”

				“Excuse me man, but you better hear this stuff first. First of all, I called Simon and Schuster to talk to Ms. Beddow’s boss and guess what? There is no John Ross who works there.”

				“You sure you—”

				“Hang on, there’s more. There’s no Cynthia Beddow who works there either.” We both paused for a couple seconds.

				“And I talked to Tommy D. Guess who the dead woman, Samantha Moore, worked for?”

				“Simon and Schuster,” we both said in unison.

				On the rest of the drive home I missed the scenery. My appetite had vanished. The ribs seemed sore again. My mind was a fusion full of dark images and questions. I saw facial features of men in cars barely visible from a distance, women’s faces, some made-up to look younger, some made up to look older. I wondered about who had followed me and tried to run me over. And why would a sweet woman like Maude leave a bit of a sour impression with obvious falsehoods? Then there was this New York woman. Was she a wolf in chic clothing?

				Back in my neighborhood in Petoskey, I passed the street sign that said Pearl Street and found myself, somewhat lobotomized, walking up the driveway to the side door of my house. Even the squirrel that ran across the back yard as I put the door key in the lock couldn’t phase my deranged state of consciousness.

			

			
				



			

	





				Chapter Twelve


				I woke up suddenly, not remembering who or what I was dreaming about. I knew it was a harmless dream because I hadn’t aroused with a start, gasping for breath as I sometimes did when some of the dead bodies from my real-world past surfaced. What was particularly disturbing was that they suddenly appeared in dreams containing friends, ex-colleagues, or Janie, my ex. But not today. Today my mind was blank.

				Even though the sun was quite bright, it was early yet. I sat up in bed and instinctively grabbed my rib cage to feel the pain. It was better, probably just bruises and no broken bones. The Doctor would be happy that he hadn’t done permanent damage.

				I walked out of the bedroom and down the hall making a mental note, as I had often done, to paint and redecorate soon. The hallway reminded me of the long corridors that I had seen in third-rate motels, except they looked better. 

				I had bought the two-bedroom Cape Cod four years ago, thinking I would completely redo it when I had the cash. I had the money now, but I couldn’t find the time. I flicked on the hallway ceiling dome to see how bad it was. I was relieved to see that the area I had thought was dirty was instead covered by shadows. 

				One of these days I would have to cook dinner for Christine and The Doctor; she could give me all kinds of ideas. Tornelli’s large special pizza with garlic crust would have to be the main entre, since a gourmet dinner from my kitchen would likely involve grilled cheese sandwiches.

				After two pieces of toast, orange juice and half a cup of coffee, I decided to write more of the “experts” column. I read what I had written, then reread the last two paragraphs again:

				Fans of the Nick Adams stories would be in literary heaven after talking to Maude Melton, the proprietor of Maude’s Antiques in Horton Bay, the small town on Lake Charlevoix where Hemingway set some of his early stories.

				Melton, a lifelong resident, is a walking library of stories, anecdotes and details about the youthful writer’s time spent in the Petoskey area.

				I continued on and was midway through the sixth paragraph when the cell phone jarred my concentration.

				“It better be good,” I mumbled.

				“Oh, it’s all good on this day. Look at that sun out there. How’s the rib cage, still intact?”

			

			
				I knew if I didn’t start talking fast, The Doctor would quote a few tidbits of some overplayed song remnant from 1977.

				“I’m still in one piece. What the hell are you into so early?” I glanced at the corner of the laptop screen. “It’s only seven-thirty eight. You got some new information?”

				“Nothing new, but maybe we’ll have some by the end of the day. I want to go to the park this afternoon.”

				“The park. What park?” I paused for a second, my mind clicking into second gear. “You mean the city park, and then look down by the river across from where the body was found?”

				“Yeah, and all around there. That body was placed in the open on purpose. Maybe it was a message for your New York girlfriend. If you kill someone, you usually want to hide the body.”

				“Any competent murderer knows that,” I said. “Oh, and you are mistaken, Beth is the only lady in my life.”

				“I also think that body was moved across the river. I’m sure of it,” he said, ignoring the other part of the conversation.

				We agreed that I would drive to his apartment at eleven-thirty, then, we would walk up to Ronnie’s Diner for lunch, and finally, spend a couple hours in Mineral Well Park, searching around as only The Doctor could do it. I had a good three hours to play with, so I decided to write as much of the rough draft as I could. I had to make one more stop at the library for one more expert, but I figured that information would be easy enough to add later. I went back to the kitchen, stocked up on the hundred percent Columbian, and sat back down for some intense work.

				It must have been at least an hour longer when my smarty phone chimed out a warning. I finished the sentence I was writing and checked the message. On first reading, I was wondering what The Doctor meant. Then, as I reread, I noticed the phone I.D.: private caller. And just the short message: “We’re no closer now.”

				The Doctor and I dodged appearances in chain, fast-food restaurants. I had nothing against them, but they were filled with pleasant, uninteresting people. If you wanted a crotchety character who told corny, off-color jokes, you had to look elsewhere. And when was the last time you saw a picture of Al Kaline, the ex-Detroit Tiger, member of the hall of fame getting his 3,000th hit? It hung inside the front door at Ronnie’s. 

				We had made our way down to Spring Street, and were walking the three blocks to the restaurant. The Doctor bent over, speaking in a barely audible voice. “See if you can spot any of those big city types that are here ‘strictly on business.’”

				“No, not yet Mr. Private Eye,” I said surveying both sides of the street 

				Spring Street was one name for the main drag that ran through the cities of Petoskey, Bay View, and East Bay View. Where Highway 131 entered the Petoskey city limit the street signs magically changed to Spring Street. This continued through town, including when 131 ended and the coast road, Highway 31 merged. This progressed on until the road cut in between the built-up waterfront area and the gaslight district where the only street signs that could be found said: Sunset Boulevard. 

			

			
				Further on, the road changed names twice more, to Bay View Road and Woodland Drive, before finally becoming Highway 31 again and ambling northeast toward the Mackinac Bridge. I think it was all a puzzle to keep the fudgies lost so they could stop, ask for directions, and buy more fudge.

				Not many people walked this area of town, so the sidewalks were almost empty. I did see a bike rider in the distance on the other side of the crowded street which was lined with the usual parade of traffic. As the rider got nearer, certain bells went off in my head.

				“Big city businessman on the bike over there,” I said pointing for the Doctor.

				What we were actually seeing was the man that Christine had seen a few days ago who looked like a homeless person. Two bags crowded the bike and his long graying, brown hair hung out on his back from under a baseball cap. We watched him together as he steadily peddled past, his gaze straight ahead. I was thinking maybe he was some washed-out guru searching the back roads for the meaning of life on earth.

				“Where do you suppose he sleeps? On the beach or something?” The Doctor said scratching his beard.

				“I don’t know. I haven’t seen many street people up here though. You know, like how do they live?”

				Ronnie’s brown sign summoned us for a quick right. We ducked into the restaurant knowing we couldn’t answer each other’s questions. We slid into a booth that was just being cleared by a high school kid. After a few minutes The Doctor had spotted a scattered-looking man with a ponytail and camouflage shorts on. I waited as I saw him glance over and then back at me.

				“Think that guy looks suspicious?”

				“No, but I think you should consider the pony tail. It seems to be the with-it style.”

				A tall, thin, pretty waitress placed a couple of menus in front of us.

				“Good morning or I guess it’s afternoon,” she said. “You boys know what you want?”

				She looked first at me then quickly away and at The Doctor.

				“Drinks?”

				“Couple of Cokes would be good,” I said.

				“Make mine a bottled water,” he said, staring at the menu.

				The waitress swept a few dangling strands of her straight, blond hair away from her face.

			

			
				“Gettin’ healthy on me, huh,” she said. “Aren’t you Wes Williams?”

				The Doctor looked up and she batted her eyelashes.

				“You used to date my sister Ann back in high school. I’m Emily Van Hoorn; I was in eighth grade then. I used to have a big crush on you. You look just about the same”

				This is the kind of compliment I would remember for weeks, but it was the usual for the big jock. I decided to survey the patrons while they talked with each other. Instead of the slick, city business guys that The Doctor had his eye out for, the place was crowded with locals, including a table of charter boat captains, one of whom was the husband of Just Greta, the pottery queen. He caught my glance and nodded in a friendly way. The only table of flatlanders, a tag for the weekenders from the flat, urban areas of Detroit and Flint, was a long, noisy one filled by two young couples and their small children. No men in black at all. Emily, the waitress, left to get the drinks.

				“I just remember some skinny kid with braces. Ann was cute, too. Sounds like she’s done real well for herself down in Grand Rapids. Real estate of all things.”

				We were served and catered to like wealthy patrons in a five-star, French restaurant. Emily continued to supply every bit of information about her sister, Ann, and herself. I ate my drippy burger carefully. Ronnie’s cuisine was never missing the fat. Luckily, I had opted for the slaw instead of fries; I’d still be good till eight o’clock. Wes handled the large cheeseburger deluxe, fries, and was thinking about desert.

				“Better not. Gotta watch it. Christine says I’m puttin’ it on.”

				The day when he looked like anything but athletic would be the day when I was nominated for the Pulitzer Prize in Journalism. The guy with the ponytail walked past us chomping on a toothpick. Glancing at us, he looked as mean as a cornered wild animal.

				“What a bad-ass,” said The Doctor, under his breath. “Let’s go to the park, man.”

				Emily brought us the bill, handing it directly to The Doctor face down. I’m not good at reading upside down, but I could see she’d written her name and phone number on the back. We split the bill and I stopped to look at Al Kaline’s picture again. The guy was smiling when he was hitting the ball: it was an attitude I envied.

				The Bear River twisted through the city of Petoskey into Lake Michigan. In some unbelievable flash of foresight, the city fathers had designated much of the last two miles before the lake as park lands. About a mile from the lake, the high banks, which had been prominent for the previous couple of miles, disappeared. The flatter lands had been a city park for decades, designated for picnicking, fishing, biking, and leisure walking.

			

			
				I remembered my conversation with Maude Melton and made a quick call to Anna Magnason at the Michigan Hemingway Society, but got an answering machine. I left a message saying my name was Nick Adams, and that I’d just gotten back from a successful fishing trip to the Big Two-Hearted River. I left my number, told her it was urgent, and suggested she should contact me immediately. Maybe posing as Hemingway’s most famous character and mentioning a short story title would get a quicker response. 

				We drove into the park off the side road, leaving the city hall and fire station behind us. A sign on the side of the drive announced: Mineral Well Park. We rode underneath the decorative cement bridge from the forties that supported US 31, past a stretch of the river lined with long stalks of purple flax to a circular drive that ended the designated park area on that side of the river. The road continued on past a sign marked Authorized Personnel Only. 

				The Doctor parked on the edge of the circular drive. He sat quietly, apparently pondering the events of the night of the murder. Two birds called back and forth to one another breaking the near silence of the pastoral summer scene.

				“Red-winged blackbirds,” he said, glancing over at me.

				The birds chased one another over the car towards the river. The Doctor was always picking up the details.

				“You’re good,” I said spotting a middle-aged woman walking along the river carrying a book. “And that woman over there I suppose also has some significance?”

				“She might, Mr. Livingstone. You never know.”

				The woman glanced over at us, but The Doctor was in deep concentration again.

				“If they drove down here with the woman whether she was dead or alive, somebody had to see something. There’s the fire station, those apartments back there, maybe people passing by on their way to the lakefront.”

				One large, deep chime from the Victorian gazebo near the front of the road interrupted him. He looked at me again.

				“And the chimes. Somebody might be able to put what they saw in a time frame.”

				He sat silently again. I was waiting to hear a new revelation about the case.

				“What will be, will be, and what won’t be, won’t be,” he said mysteriously giving the elongated crystal that hung from the rearview mirror a flick with his index finger.

				I looked over at the man.

				“I didn’t write that phone number down.”

				“That’s your business,” I said staring at the piece of cut glass. “What is that thing, a crystal?”

				“Yeah, Christine put it in here for good luck, I guess. She believes in that stuff.”

			

			
				He started the car and wheeled around toward the service road that continued along the side of the river. We were staring directly at the sign.

				“It’s time for a little more exploring. You’re “authorized personnel” aren’t you?”

				“Absolutely,” I said glancing first, back at the sign, and then at the two-track that headed passed it along the riverside.

			

			
				Chapter Thirteen

				We had driven down the access road to a spot directly across the river from the high bank where the body had been found. I picked up a musky scent like that of a distant, decaying animal carcass. Looking up to the top of the bank on the other side of the river, I could see a car parked on the street where we had searched that morning. Further upstream in the distance, I could see River’s Edge Apartments. Our idea was to forage the entire area along and near the bank for fifty yards in both directions, upstream and downstream. The Doctor had walked upstream to begin near the edge of the river and slowly head back.

				I walked leisurely downstream taking in more of the sights and sounds of the summer day. The rotten animal smell had been replaced by a floral scent. Two monarch butterflies moved ahead of me in the beaten, fisherman’s path darting between stalks of high grass. I followed them like an Everest climber might follow his Sherpa guide.

				I had taken time to call Tommy D. to see what he knew about the ongoing investigation. Apparently, they had summoned a certain Cynthia Beddow and a male friend of hers for questioning. Ms. Beddow, it had been learned, was an editor for a rival New York publishing house of the victim’s firm. He was not clear on who the man was or what either of them was involved in. Dantzinger was curious about my interest in the case. I played along like an innocent five-year-old, telling him to call me as soon as he knew more.

				I continued my hike downstream momentarily transfixed by the sunlight in the rivulets of water. I was just beginning to examine the far edge of the area when I heard The Doctor calling loudly, persistently. I headed toward him, quickly sweeping the high grasses along the pathway aside. I almost fell after tripping on a partially exposed root in the uneven ground. As I approached him, I could see he had on the rubber gloves and was clutching something in his left hand. To his left on the ground, I saw two tracks of matted-down grass from a vehicle, and then a larger, well-trampled area. I glanced towards my right, and saw we were only about fifteen feet from the river bank.

				“Think any of the power plant maintenance guys have been to New York lately?” he said raising his left hand. 

				He pulled a plastic bag out of his pocket, crammed a black and red pack of matches into it, and handed me the bag.

				“Maybe, second honeymoon or something, you know,” I said reading the cover aloud. “Miami Bar, New York.” 

			

			
				I watched The Doctor slightly shake his head back and forth. I shook mine slightly up and down. We searched the immediate area for the next twenty minutes like mechanics searching for a dropped wing nut. Other than an obvious crushed-down path to the river, we came up empty-handed.

				“How come the police haven’t been over here?” I said, approaching him.

				He stopped and stared at me.

				“Gives us something to do. Keeps us busy.”

				A few minutes later we sat silently in the Model-A with the matchbook propped up inside the bag on the dashboard like a sacred talisman. The earthy, pungent air was hanging heavy as it did sometimes when there was a storm headed in from the west off the lake. 

				“I talked to Tommy D. and he said they were bringing in Ms. Beddow and some other guy for questioning,” I said finally.

				“Really,” he responded, deep in thought.

				“Get this. She works for another publishing firm in New York. And he didn’t  seem to think I knew her at all.”

				“Yeah, well, she’ll tell all.”

				“Probably.” I was looking at the matchbook. “Don’t you think she could be involved in this?”

				“I was just thinking about that. Who’s this other guy?”

				“Don’t know. I saw some guy in his twenties with a close-cropped hair cut at the Perry that might be with her.”

				“There was more than one person down here walking around. Too much rumpled around.”

				“You think he and Cyn might have killed her to get the manuscripts?”

				There was that name.

				“On a first name basis now, eh? Does she call you Rob, Robbie, or something more personal?”

				I looked over at him, rolling my eyes.

				“No,” he said before I could answer.

				“No?”

				“She’s no murderer. She’s given us a whole shit load of lies, but she didn’t murder anybody.”

				I found myself feeling strangely relieved. The sudden prospect of her being involved in the murder had unsettled me considerably. 

				“So, the matchbook, New York, two people…”

				“Rob, two guys in the car that tried to make pancakes out of us. Remember? Probably the same two who were watching us at the dumpster.”

			

			
				“Only one guy following me to Horton’s Bay though. At least, that’s all I could see.”

				“Yeah, they were separated at birth,” he added, impatient with my reasoning.

				“Well I—”

				“OK, here’s what we got. At least two guys, maybe a woman, I don’t know, were down here with a dead body. I think they could have killed her somewhere else, no sign of it here. Then at least one of them carried the body across the river and dumped it in a real obvious place where it would be found quickly. Maybe it’s a frame-up. How did they know about Beddow anyway? You said they didn’t know we were working for her. Give Tommy D. a call back and ask him where they got the info.”

				I was on the cell quickly and waiting for Dantzinger to come to the phone.

				“If it was those guys in that rented Explorer, somebody might have seen the vehicle.”

				The Doctor was thinking aloud.

				“Tom, how you doing? Sorry to bother you again,” I said, hesitating. “Yeah, we know her. Yeah, we’re working for her.” I looked over at The Doctor. “Well, I didn’t think you needed to know.”

				The Doctor was grinning and mouthing something.

				“OK, OK. We will. Say Tom, who told you about them, anyway?”

				The conversation ended abruptly. Tommy D. was slightly pissed and had hung up on me.

				“Anonymous tip,” I said, turning toward The Doctor.

				On the drive out I was bent forward, looking up through the windshield watching the fast moving clouds directly above us. It was getting darker by the minute, and we were going to get some heavy rain. The blackbirds were still chasing each other, a couple of kids on bikes were riding in the circular drive, another monarch was fluttering by some milkweed stalks, and the lady with a book was sitting on a park bench reading. Closing her book, she looked up at the sky, and then stared curiously over her shoulder at us as we drove past.

			

			
				



			

	





				Chapter Fourteen

				Standing among the fiction shelves of the Petoskey City Library the next morning, I was totally absorbed in choosing a collection of Ernest Hemingway’s short stories to use as a reference for the column which now, thanks to Mrs. Marvino, the librarian, would be written in two parts. Like the lady at the historical museum had said, she knew things about the young writer that he probably had forgotten by the time he was forty. 

				I had been informed in detail about the year he had spent in town after returning from the war: his routines, his friends, his feelings about certain young women. I had filled several pages of my notebook.

				She was particularly astute on his relationships with three young women from the area. Being romantically inclined, she described how these women had entered some of his early short stories that were written about the area. I had an idea to weave some of the titles into the columns to describe modern day Petoskey. I thought the guys down in Detroit might go wild over my latest; the word I had gotten recently was to liven it up a bit.

				I had a paperback copy of The Nick Adams Stories in my hand as I headed toward the check-out desk when my cell phone began to shake on my hip. I quickly laid the book on the desk, and told the assistant librarian that I would return soon. I was half way down the short set of steps that led to the old, turn-of-the-century building before I answered.

				“This is Rob.”

				“Rob Livingstone?”

				It was a woman’s voice: quiet, high pitched, and well spoken. I was expecting to hear Anna Magnason from the Michigan Hemingway Society introduce herself, since I had left another message apologizing for the silly, Nick Adams communique and explaining who I really was.

				“Yes,” I said distinctly, waiting attentively.

				“Mr. Livingstone, this is Edwina Bradley.”

				I took a deep breath and asked, “How did—”

				“Mr. Livingstone, I need to talk to you,” she interrupted. “There isn’t much time. Can you meet with me tonight?”

				“Yes, of course. But, can you tell me—”

				“Please, Mr. Livingstone. I don’t want to talk long. That woman from New York got murdered and I’m….”

			

			
				It was my turn to interrupt. “All right then, where and when?”

				My abruptness seemed to comfort her a little.

				“Do you know the Cemex Cement Plant south of Charlevoix?”

				“By the state park?”

				“Yes, go past the turn-off for the state park. The gate to the plant will be open. Drive along that road to the first parking spot near the old railroad tracks. Ten-thirty. Come alone.”

				I managed another few words before I realized I was talking to dead air. I had walked halfway down the block, phone in hand, before remembering that my valuable Nick Adams resource book of short stories was still on the library desk.

				Leaning on the bar at McCormick’s eating the Tuesday night wet burrito special, I had decided to try some of the short story titles on The Doctor. It was busy for a Tuesday, and he was trotting back and forth down the length of the bar serving some of the regulars and the multitude of drink orders from the tables. My nerves were on edge because of the fear that I had heard in the enigmatic Edwina’s voice, and a little amusement was a good tonic.

				“Sure is a busy night here, ‘Up in Michigan,’” I said rather loudly.

				He glanced in my direction, turned, and headed toward the other end of the bar. Soon he was back, taking off his black newsboy cap and pushing back his hair with his hand.

				“What did you say?”

				“I said ‘Up in Michigan’ it’s busy tonight.”

				“Is this some sort of coded talk?”

				He looked at me suspiciously.

				“Yeah, I heard the weather report. It looks like this stormy weather we’re having could be a ‘Three-day Blow.’”

				“What the fuck are you talking about?”

				“Take it easy. I’m going to use some of Hemingway’s titles in the column about the experts.”

				“OK, ‘Up in Michigan.’ I remember that from high school. You’re pretty clever.”

				He stopped short and gave me a sneer like a cartoon villain.

				“They really taught you Hemingway in high school here?” I said.

				“Oh yeah. Just the stories that he wrote about Michigan and Petoskey.”

				“Restores my faith in public education.”

				He was gone again and I went back to the burrito. I hadn’t told him about the proposed meeting yet. He had been swamped with orders since I had arrived, and a private time just hadn’t materialized. Sitting there, staring at the contents that were emerging from inside the large tortilla, I started to think about the night’s encounter.

			

			
				Who was this woman? Was she a real resident of the area or someone creating a well-staged masquerade? Were there some new, undiscovered manuscripts from the great, American writer? Were there some photographs that connected with them in some way? And, all of that aside, how did she get my name and number?

				Ms. Beddow had to be the answer to the last question. I surmised that she had contacted Edwina again and, being too afraid of the situation herself, had volunteered me as a go-between. But had that all taken place before the police had questioned her, or after? Then I remembered: Ms. Beddow wasn’t who she said she was either. My head was beginning to hurt. I had way more questions than answers.

				I picked away aimlessly at the burrito, watching the people. I looked up from my half empty plate and saw the dinner crowd was beginning to thin out. 

				“What’s the matter with you? You and Beth have a fight?”

				Jen was standing next to me with her face about a foot away from mine. I turned on my stool a bit to face her. She was balancing a stack of dirty plates in her left hand. I felt like she was looking through me.

				“No, I’m not sad. You’re looking at fear, Jenny.”

				“Oh God, now what?”

				I told her the short story of what was going on with the murder case and where I was headed later on. My ex-girlfriend had become my confidant.

				“You be careful,” she said staring at me wide-eyed.

				I spun back towards the bar, and The Doctor was standing in front of me staring. I felt a hand squeeze my shoulder gently as Jen swayed off in the direction of the kitchen.

				“What in the hell is the matter with you? Something wrong with the burrito?”

				I told him everything. It was decided that I would call him when the meeting was over, and I was safely out of the area. It was obvious that it sounded like some kind of a set-up, and that he didn’t want to have to look for a new partner tomorrow.

				“You go home and get your honey,” he said as I got up to leave. “Who knows? You might meet ‘The Killers’ tonight.”

				“Yeah, I was thinking about it, and that was a good one, ‘The Killers,’” I said, knowing he was right about getting my pistol from the house.

				“I liked that one, but it was too short,” he said, turning back toward the customers. 

				“I could never quite figure it out.”

				“Yeah, just like this case.”

				I walked in through the front door of the house and immediately headed toward the laptop, turning it on. I wanted to read the column over before I made revisions, and besides, it took my mind off the upcoming meeting. I was nervous all right. I moved to the bedroom and opened the top dresser drawer. I felt through the socks and underwear to the bottom until my hand hit something hard. 

			

			
				I hadn’t carried a gun much at all since I had come up north. After all, that was why I had come here. The last few months in Atlanta, it had been my constant companion. I loaded the cartridge in and cradled it with both hands, reading the first draft of the column.

				I moved back into the front hallway and took out a light jacket, putting the gun in one of the pockets. I pulled the jacket on again eyeing the computer screen, trying to concentrate on the first “experts” column. Almost ready to go. Should be ready tomorrow. I grabbed a navy blue baseball cap as I headed out to the car. This was one time; I wasn’t looking forward to a meeting with a woman.

			

			
				



			

	





				Chapter Fifteen

				I had been standing for nearly an hour next to the Model-A in the first parking area past the entrance gates of the Cemex Cement Company. In the distance, two tall smokestacks flanked a huge fortress-like plant, a good two hundred yards toward the shoreline. It was another hundred from the plant site to Lake Michigan. The original name, Medusa Cement Company, was still prominently displayed in ten-foot-high, black letters on the sides of the smokestacks. I had remembered the no-name text message that I had gotten which still didn’t make sense even though I figured that “Edwina” had sent it. I noticed, as I looked again, that the text and the phone call from her were two different numbers. 

				My neck was sore from turning my head back and forth, alternating views of the dark storm clouds blotting the orange and pink sunset to the west, and the entrance road which emerged from the gate to the northeast. The sun had dipped below the horizon and my watch showed the numbers 10:43. It was finally dark, but there was no Edwina.

				This was the time in the movie when the man who was waiting in the dark would casually light up a cigarette and peer down the road again. I reached instead for a piece of that orange, artificially-flavored gum. There was no fidgeting, no hand to hold, motion, or point with, no smoke to blow sideways out of one side of your mouth. Just a bad-tasting chew. The pair of headlights that had passed through the gate made me forget about the gum. A vehicle was headed towards me.

				I stood silently leaning against the Accord like a motionless mannequin. The small sedan hesitated briefly when the driver first noticed me, and then pulled up alongside. A thin, petite figure with a short pony tail hanging out of a baseball cap emerged from the cab. She walked carefully around the vehicle and stood about four feet away, facing me. In the darkness I could see that she was a young woman, maybe in her mid-twenties.

				“Mr. Livingstone, I presume.”

				There was an edge to her voice and a crisp, enunciation of every syllable. 

				“Yes… and I’d guess you are Edwina.”

				“You can call me that if you want to. Actually that’s just a name I made up. I’m telling you this because I trust you with the information that I’m going to give you, Mr. Livingstone. You see I know who you are. Well, actually, I know you work with, what’s his name, Wes?”

				Now I was a bit confused. Was this yet another ex-girlfriend?

			

			
				“Mr. Livingstone, Christine knows who I am. We went to high school together. But all of that isn’t important to me right now. Our lives could be in danger here.”

				She paused and turned back toward the entrance road. I tried to see her face better as she spun around. She had well-defined, delicate features; her dark, blonde streaked hair hung out a bit from under the baseball cap, and the faint light of the moon cast a reflection on her large, round eyes.

				I waited to speak until she was looking at me again.

				“Listen, Edwina, or whatever your name is. There’s a woman dead, another woman being threatened, and my partner and I have been watched, tailed, and almost run over by a couple of thugs in an SUV. You need to open up with the whole story, now. I need the truth. How do you expect me to believe what you say if you won’t even tell me who you really are?”

				She was looking off toward the lake, but then she turned and stared at me seriously.

				“OK, the first thing was that I knew there were big stakes. I know it may sound strange to have made up a pseudonym and kept it, but I’ve been afraid that something might happen to my family. And now, I’ve been terrified myself since the murder. And I don’t want people to be able to find me because they might just take the manuscripts and kill me, too.”

				I eased off a bit sensing her fright.

				“You’ll find out who I am. Christine will figure it out. Edwina Bradley is just another part for me to play. I’ll tell you what you need to know.”

				Two medium-sized birds showed their silhouettes, flying erratically above our heads. A few seconds later I realized the medium-sized birds were bats. I suggested we sit in my car. We huddled in the Model-A with our eyes on the road that approached the gate. She motioned with her hands as she talked, while I sat quietly still trying to ignore the taste of the gum.

				“I live in Chicago now. Late last spring I had completed the project I was working on, and I came home for about a week. During that time my mother asked me to help her clean out her attic, and, in the rummaging, we found several signed manuscripts packed away in a trunk which belonged to my great-grandmother. Two of them were signed by a young Ernest Hemingway. My grandmother has always told us stories about the romance between Hemingway and my great-grandmother, but we were both totally blown away by what we found.”

				“How do you know they’re the real thing?” I asked glancing at her.

				“They’re signed and initialed. We’ve had them authenticated.”

				“Really, by who?” 

				“That’s not important. You’ll have to trust me. Anyway, the expert in Chicago who looked at them said we could make a lot of money if we sold them privately rather than donating them to a historical society or museum. I could use some, of course, but my mother and grandmother really need it. So I agreed to be the negotiator.”

			

			
				“Go on. So who did you call?”

				“Well, I found out that Scribner’s, which was bought out by Simon and Schuster, had the exclusive rights to all previously published works, so I called them first. Then I called Hiller and Blumfield, who I figured was another publisher that might be interested and would give me a competitive bid. Then I did something which was a big mistake: I listed the manuscripts on the literaryauctions.com site on the internet, thinking I might get more from a private collector. I know. It was stupid. I guess that’s where the trouble must be coming from.”

				“So, did you get any bids?”

				“No, just a murder.”

				She was suddenly quiet, reflecting.

				“Mr. Livingstone, I’m really freakin’ scared. I wish I could do it all over. If we hadn’t needed the money so badly.”

				“So what do you know about the murder? Who exactly did you speak to in New York? What did you arrange with these people?”

				I was sounding like a tough private eye again, so I backed down a little.

				“Edwina, I need to know these things for my client and to help the police.”

				“Don’t tell the police. Then my real name will get out and I’ll be in danger.”

				“All right, so what do you know?”

				“I talked to the dead woman in New York, and then again when she got into town. I saw her name in the paper. We had set up a meeting at ten-thirty in the town park down the service road by the river. Actually, it was on the other side of the river from where her body was found.” 

				I looked out through the windshield into the black night and pondered the depths of The Doctor’s mind. 

				“So what happened?”

				“I didn’t go. I couldn’t understand why she wanted to meet at night in such an out-of-the-way place. I was uneasy. Then when I heard about the murder the next day, I understood why she was being so secretive. I’m just glad I didn’t go there that night.”

				“Your lucky move.”

				“I also talked to a Cynthia Kelly from Hiller and Blumfield in New York and, then again, here. I was supposed to meet with her also that night, but didn’t. I was just so unsure of everything. I haven’t talked to her lately.”

				I looked at her, wrinkling my brow and thinking about a pair of legs that were anything but fictitious.

				“But wasn’t it Ms. Beddow or Kelly who gave you my number? She is a client of ours.”

				“It’s not important. Mr. Livingstone, some people have helped me with this because they wanted to help my family. It could land them in big trouble legally, so I don’t want to tell you that part. Talk to Christine. She’ll figure out who I am, and you’ll figure out the rest.”

			

			
				Both of our eyes were drawn to the headlights of a vehicle that was now passing through the entryway gates. It moved at a slow, steady pace. I reached across in front of Edwina, opened the glove compartment, and took out the semi-automatic. She winced.

				“Look, I don’t like it any more than you do. But we might need it here. Just slide down low and don’t move.”

				“Maybe they’ll think we’re doing something else her, huh?” she said, suppressing a laugh.

				After I had jammed in the cartridge, the only sound that could be heard besides the drone of crickets in the nearby swamp was the crunching of the gravel under the tires of the vehicle as it approached us. The air outside had become quite still. I slid down in the seat, held the gun tightly, and waited. I noticed straight off that it was a pick-up truck and not an SUV. The truck slowed a bit as it got nearer to the turn-off, and I could see only one outline of a person, the driver. Suddenly, the truck jerked forward, tires spinning faster. After I swallowed hard at least twice, I realized the truck was past us and continuing down the road towards the plant.

				“So much for that,” I said pulling out the cartridge. “Probably just a watchman.”

				“I guess he thought we were having some sort of a tryst or something?” she said breathing out heavily. 

				She turned towards me smiling and pushing her baseball cap further off her forehead, letting a few more strands of dark hair fall in front of her eyes. I saw more clearly, for the first time, the face of a beautiful woman. My life was starting to become cluttered with attractive acquaintances. 

				“Mr. Livingstone, I need to sell the manuscripts. If you know Ms. Kelly, you could set up a meeting somewhere inconspicuous.”

				“I could probably arrange something.”

				“I’ve really got to go now,” she said smiling nervously.

				She opened the car door, got out, and leaned back in through the open window.

				“Thanks for coming, Mr. Livingstone. I’m feeling a little better about this, but I’m still afraid for my family. You can trust me. The manuscripts are for real. Good night.”

				She turned back towards the small sedan, silhouetted against the starry, night sky and began to walk away. I leaned over towards the window.

				“How will I get in touch with you, Edwina?” I said, tasting the last word like a tart orange.

				“You won’t reach me at the phone I called on, but I have your number,” she said ducking into the car. 

				“Well, the number on the text you sent then?” I said quickly.

				She raised an eyebrow. “I didn’t send you a text.”

			

			
				 I watched her make a quick U-turn and crunch off, wheels throwing dust and 

				gravel.

				Halfway between Charlevoix and Petoskey driving north on Highway 31, I realized that my hands had been frozen in the ten and two o’clock positions since I had followed Edwina, or whatever her name was, back out the service road to the highway. I had tailed her on 31 until she had turned right and headed inland toward Lake Charlevoix and the vicinity of Horton Bay. I had decided not to follow her, trusting her words: Christine will figure it out.

				I took my right hand off the wheel, grabbed the cell phone, and checked for messages. There were three. One from Tommy D. saying he wanted to talk to me about a client of mine, Cynthia Kelly. And one from the lovely Ms. Kelly, herself, telling me she needed to talk to me as soon as possible. The last was another extremely suggestive, cryptic whisper from Beth. 

				Regarding the last, I was thinking about the old saying: absence makes the heart grow fonder. I would love to take a big right turn and head up to the east hills to that house where that green-eyed woman would be waiting, but decided to opt in favor of the crew that organized those old sayings. And I would wait on Ms. Kelly. After all, Edwina had mentioned her name as a contact in New York. I stared straight ahead at the highway and thought of the woman I had known as Cynthia Beddow in that tight-fitting dress she had worn to lunch at the hotel. There was no way I would call Tommy D. at this hour. So, I headed back to the city by the bay.

			

			
				



			

	





				Chapter Sixteen

				The next morning Christine was sitting between the two of us, dressed in a white, V-neck t-shirt and light-weight, black pants, with a copy of the 1998 Petoskey High School yearbook in her lap. We were expecting Beth for the unveiling party any minute. It was just past eleven. The Doctor’s companion had been to the realtor’s office, had closed a house on the edge of town, and had returned to the apartment to see if we could figure out Edwina’s true identity. We were expecting Beth for the unveiling party any minute.

				The Doctor looked like a reject from a plaid shirt convention. He had just rolled out of bed. His hair, uncombed, at the moment, was his best attribute. He sported some grey running shorts and a t-shirt that appeared to be from his playing days at Petoskey High, full of holes and tears. I had thrown on a new t-shirt and some old khaki shorts having opted for a full scale spruce-up before seeing Beth and, at two o’clock, the woman with two last names. I had already e-mailed the first “Hemingway experts” column off and was now ready to start the search for Edwina.

				“Hey Mr. Bartender,” said Christine, “I just remembered there’s a message for you on the machine. I think it’s from Stan, your new guy. You know.”

				“Stanley,” he said assuredly

				“Well, I think it sounded like him.”

				The Doctor walked over to the machine and pressed the play button. I heard the words “rental” and “Pellston” uttered in a low monotone.

				“Stan has been on it, he said, turning. “That black Explorer was a rental from the Pellston Airport. He will be doing all our online research right from the office starting later this week. He’s a man of few words. Nice guy though.”

				The new airport at the very small inland town had recently been rebuilt to handle the jets for the ever-increasing volumes of year-round tourists. I was trying to piece in this latest bit of info when Christine spoke up.

				“OK, guys. Let’s try to do this.”

				The Doctor sat back down doing some obnoxious cuddling up to her.

				“Get out of here!” she said pushing at him. “Now, let’s see. Petite, beautiful, Chicago. I supposedly know who she is. Unless I can find her in here, we might be out of luck.”

				I watched as she turned the pages before us, pausing occasionally for brief comments about the current whereabouts of former classmates. She was beginning the w’s when she turned toward me.

			

			
				“You know there aren’t that many petite, pretty girls here that I don’t know. If we hit the z’s, I’ll have to call my mom. The older two yearbooks are at the old house. Rob, I really knew a lot of people in high school.”

				“She’s a real ‘people person,’” said The Doctor, nodding his head.

				“Get bent,” she said, sneering at him. “Really, I was vice-president of the student council, member of class council, cheerleader.”

				“That’s where I first saw her: cheering at a football game.” 

				 I was afraid that she might throw the book of precious memories at his head. 

				“I had gone to see a game at the old school after being gone for four years, and, man, they had some cute cheerleaders. I picked her out right away; she was a knockout. Then a few months later when I was back in town for a few days, there she was one night at McCormick’s with a couple of friends.”

				The Doctor was finally scoring some points. Christine was smiling as she made it to the y’s and z’s. The knock at the front door was one I was waiting for. He showed Beth in and I was bedazzled again. This woman could dress. Simple blue jeans and a short summer jacket were coupled with a thin, white blouse that really showed off her figure.

				“Come here, Beth, sit next to me. We’re trying to solve a mystery.”

				Both The Doctor and I saw an opening for a comment, but we kept quiet.

				“OK. Where were we?” 

				“Then there was that tall girl who was really built,” The Doctor said smiling.

				“Oh God,” she said, “Jenny Brown, with no ‘e.’ She’s married to a trucker and has three kids.”

				Beth looked at me smiling about the last comment. “The things men notice,” she said.

				Christine closed the book. “Now what?”

				“What else did she tell you? she said, looking over at me. “Think.”

				“She said Edwina was just another ‘part to play,’” I said.

				“What does that mean?” she said, standing up.

				“And then there was that other really cute brunette with the long hair. Who was that?” said The Doctor.

				He was starting to relive his stud-for-hire days, and Christine was glaring at him.

				“I thought you were watching me. Brunette? Oh yeah, that was Brodie. She was a junior, a year younger than a lot of us. She was very smart and in all of the plays. I think she went…”

				She quickly sat back down, grabbed the yearbook, and started to page through it again.

				“I think she went to some acting school in Chicago.”

				She laid the book down with the b’s section of the junior class open.

			

			
				“There you go Rob. Pretty, petite, Chicago, plays many parts: Julie Brodie.”

				I looked closely at the face in the yearbook. Staring back at me was a teenage, longer-haired Edwina Bradley.

				After a long, sweet kiss from Beth in the front seat of her car, I had left the lovely couple’s apartment and quickly maneuvered the Model-A down and across the side streets, crossing 31 towards the lake and Magnus City Park. I was looking for a tail. For some reason I had an uneasy feeling of being watched. If I had one, he was gone by the time I got to the park entrance. 

				Magnus Park, a camping and recreational vehicle facility run by the city, was a worthwhile place to find characters and interesting people. A year ago I had done a column on the people I had encountered and talked to there. It was also the place that Jane and I had brought Cherie years ago to look for Petoskey stones.

				The Petoskey stone, cottage industry in Michigan never failed to amaze me. The decorative fossil stone, could be found in gift shops, on restaurant cashier counters, and in convenience stores in the area. Everything from earrings to state-outline, Christmas tree ornaments could be found by the souvenir-seeking tourist. 

				I parked the Accord under a shade tree along the shoreline, and opened the door into a stiff breeze which triggered memories. Once, when Cherie was quite small, we had run down the forty-foot bank to the water’s edge and found twenty-five or thirty stones in an hour, quite different from other days when we would only find a few in two or three hours.

				I stood on top of the embankment looking out on the lake, remembering. Cherie was only a year away from graduating from college now. Hard to believe. I turned nonchalantly back toward the entrance road to look for vehicles. Nothing but an RV slowly rumbling along looking for a place to hook up and park. I was dreading the call to Dantzinger, but it was almost noon. I had to make it.

				Tommy D.’s pleasant answering voice became gruffer after I told him who was calling. “So Rob, you forgot to mention that Cynthia Kelly was a client of OI.”

				He was at it again. Today, Omni Investigations became OI, I became RL, and, my personal favorite, the gaslight district of Petoskey became the GD of P. He was in choice form. “I guess I thought The Doctor had mentioned it to you.”

				I knew he probably hadn’t, but this was one of the pluses of working with a partner.

				“And I guess then you probably know that she knew the dead woman?”

				I was doing my best here. Ms. Legs knew her. More questions to ask the lady this afternoon.

				“She certainly worked in the same industry,” I added, trying to ease things over a bit.

				“And what else do you know about this Bradley woman? Mrs. Kelly says you’re looking for her and that she might know something about the murder. She says she was supposed to meet her that night. That right?” Tommy D. called all women Mrs., if they were over twenty.

			

			
				“That’s what I understand,” I said quickly, answering only the second question. I was hoping he wouldn’t ask the first again. 

				“So what do you know about…?”

				“We’re finding out all we can about her, Tom. We’ll let you know if we find something that helps the investigation.”

				I didn’t need to be withholding information from the police. This might get us in some huge trouble, but, at the same time, beyond the alter-ego of Edwina, Julie seemed to be a straight shooter. I had no reason to not believe anything she had said. After I pushed “end” on the cell phone, I realized that I was less than two hours away from meeting our illustrious client. It was time to motor home, grab a piece of cold pizza, and stand under the shower for a half-hour. I had a load of questions to ask the charming lady, and I was hoping to get the right answers. 

				I turned back toward the Model-A, but, for some reason, the phone call and the mentioning of Samantha Moore’s name prompted me to think of the blue piece of paper again that had been given to me by the kid at the murder scene. I pulled out my wallet and unfolded it again. There was the Horton Bay phone number that I had at first assumed Julie Brodie had called from and the word “White.” Was this the name of the murderer? Was it another contact? I tried to approach it as The Doctor would.

				I rotated the paper around, looking at it in all directions. As I did this, something so obvious became evident for the first time: the name and number were written perpendicular to each other. They certainly could have been written at different times. And what I had taken to be a scribble after the word “White” looked vaguely like an email “at” sign. I tucked the paper back into my wallet and walked back towards the pretty sedan. A good wind was blowing in fresh air from about ten miles out in the lake.

				Exiting the park driveway, I had to stop for a man on a bike who cut across in front of me and then headed into the grounds of the park. I rolled down my window and watched him ride away in my driver’s side, rearview mirror. The basket and shopping bags were familiar, and so was the pony tail.

			

			
				



			

	





				Chapter Seventeen

				I could see it was Cynthia Kelly, a.k.a. Beddow, walking towards me as I sat on a bench near the end of the long pier looking back at the city of Petoskey. It was only a matter of seconds before I realized that she was accompanied by a considerably larger, male figure, who walked to her side and slightly in back of her. She approached me with a silly half-smile.

				“Who’s the stooge?” I said looking her right in the eyes.

				“He’s not a stooge! He’s my bodyguard, Mr. Livingstone.”

				Looking over her shoulder I now recognized her bodyguard as the man I had seen by the elevator in the Perry Hotel. A little of The Doctor’s intuition was wearing off on me. I feigned inattention and looked to the side, watching something along the coastline. I focused on a twenty-four foot, private fishing boat which was heading back to its mooring. I played with my watch, moving it slightly back and forth on my wrist.

				“My real name is Cynthia Kelly,” she said without hesitation, sitting down next to me. “I’m an editor with Hiller and Blumfield Publishers. Mr. Livingstone… Rob, I changed my last name for further anonymity. After all, I haven’t been completely honest with you.”

				I wanted to say something like “I know,” or “that’s the understatement of the year,” or “tell me something that I don’t already know.” But I had looked directly at her while she was opening up. I didn’t need The Doctor’s opinion to know she was finally being honest with me. There was sincerity and concern in her voice. And, for once, I had forced myself not to be distracted by the length, slenderness, or curves of her legs. 

				Instead, I centered on her somewhat roundish face which was framed perfectly by her shoulder-length, dark brown hair, and the tens of tiny freckles that complimented her brown eyes. Damn, she was a looker. I remained silent.

				“I’ll start at the beginning. My boss, Tom McKenzie, got a call from a woman who said she was in possession of a number of writings, both stories and journals, of Ernest Hemingway. Yes, Rob, I changed Tom’s name too. Anyway, she said the journals were signed and initialed, and the stories were found in the same place with them. She insisted they had been verified as authentic by a notable source, and that she was going to sell them to Simon and Schuster or another publisher. She said that we were only the second to be called. Tom had too many irons in the fire, so he turned it over to me.”

			

			
				“But why the assumed name? Why all the stories?” I said looking back at the fishing boat.

				“After Edwina and I had talked, we received a phone threat which basically inferred that if we didn’t back off, someone would get hurt. Tom called his friend at Simon and Schuster and found out that they had received basically the same. Hence, my bodyguard, Todd.”

				She took time to do some brief introductions and then continued.

				“Rob, Samantha Moore was a friend of mine. I had known her for years. I had no idea that they would be sending her here to fight over the rights. When I heard that news report about a young woman being murdered and Edwina had never showed up, I just jumped to conclusions. It was wrong of me.”

				“It always helps when your client is telling the truth,” I blurted out before I could stop myself.

				“I can’t believe Samantha came here by herself. How could she have not known something?”

				I noticed her eyes were tearing up. She pulled a tissue out of her purse and patted them dry.

				“Sorry,” she said in a whisper.

				Then she looked off toward the boat, so as to not meet my gaze. I followed her motion and noticed they had caught a half-dozen fish, their bodies reflecting momentarily in the bright sun.

				“Nice catch for the morning,” I said turning back, trying hard to lighten up the situation.

				“What are they,” she said showing the hint of a smile.

				“Salmon, probably kings this time of the year. So what did the police question you about?”

				“They thought that I would have had a good motive to kill Samantha, but I told them all I knew. Like I just told you. And then, I had told Edwina that I wouldn’t meet her in a dark, isolated place, so Todd and I were waiting for her in the Perry lobby. There were lots of people to vouch for us, so they let us go.”

				“So Todd and you dodged another bullet. You’re quite the couple. How many rooms do you have at the hotel, two or just one?” 

				I was on a roll. She paused for a moment, dropped and tilted her head to one side, and glanced up at me in a flirtatious way.

				“Two, Mr. Livingstone, adjoining for security reasons only. Does it matter to you?”

				Now I was on the defensive. I managed a half-smile and looked over at Todd. He sat almost expressionless like he was devoid of ideas. In his blue, wife-beater, tank top, it was obvious that he spent way too much time at the gym. His muscles bulged in every direction, and his waist was the size mine had been when I was in junior high.

			

			
				“I just need the truth.”

				“OK. Rob, I don’t know if you realize it or not, but the Hemingway name is a magical one throughout the literary world. These writings are not copyrighted. There’s some big money at stake here, and some people will stop at nothing. Besides book rights, there are possible rights for television, magazines, maybe even a movie deal. You never know. I need you to find this Edwina for me first, so I can talk to her.”

				I stared directly into her eyes for several seconds.

				“Haven’t you said what you needed to say to her? You’ve talked to her a few times now. I would think you must have made some arrangements.”

				Now it was her turn to stare at me.

				“Rob, I haven’t talked to her since the day I set up the meeting. The day of the night of Samantha’s murder. Why do you say that? You haven’t talked to her have you?”

				I always like playing offence, rather than defense. It was also nice when you played defense to know what in the hell was going on. I had assumed that Julie Brodie had gotten our number from Cynthia, but then, of course, it had become clear that she knew about Omni Investigators. And, I knew, after my insistence on the truth that I had to level with her.

				“Yes, I have,” I said, sparing the details.

				She looked down momentarily.

				“I need a drink, Rob. Why don’t you buy me one somewhere and tell me all about it?”

				“Little early isn’t it?”

				“Oh no, just a pop. It’s hot out here; I’m really thirsty.”

				“Pop, I didn’t think New Yorkers called it anything but ‘soda.’”

				We had stood up and were walking back towards the shore.

				“Akron, Ohio, Mr. Livingstone. Born and raised there. I was an honorable- mention state cross country runner in high school, then B.A. in English at Ohio State, and then the New York City publishing world. I like to keep some of the Midwesterner in me alive. Knowing where I came from helps me to know who I am.”

				“And finally, I know who you are, Ms. Kelly.” 

				I was back on offence. We were laughing like two people beginning more than a friendship. I had to remind myself that this was a professional relationship. First rule of the investigator: don’t fall for your client. I watched Todd walking about twenty feet in front of us and thought about rules and regulations. It would be hard, but I would have to stick to them. After all, whoever these low-life murderers were, they were serious. I didn’t want Cynthia to be the next victim, not to mention anyone employed by the Omni Investigators.

			

			
				How the two of us had ended up sitting in a dimly-lit corner of Teatollers, a mid-sized, “trendsetting” bar just off what I called “the street of the glitzy people” in the Bay Harbor plastic land, I wasn’t sure. I had given Todd, the bodyguard, directions to The Land of Genii video arcade on the edge of the gaslight district in Petoskey, where I was sure he could play for the rest of the afternoon. Cynthia and I had driven down to Bay Harbor, so she could try to catch a glimpse of someone famous somewhere. Since she lived in New York, I couldn’t quite figure this out, but I was under some sort of spell. Anything she said was a plan for me.

				“Rob, I don’t see anybody famous at all here. Do you?”

				“Well, no. You just need to get lucky.” 

				Sometimes these things just popped out of my mouth.

				She grimaced and said, “Oh, you’re so funny.” Sarcasm came natural to her.

				“So tell me about Edwina. Please tell me everything you know. After all I did hire you. I am your client.”

				Reminding me of that didn’t help the mood that I had slipped into, so I went back to business and told her all I knew about Julie Brodie, Christine, the Petoskey High School cheerleading team, the Hemingway writings, Julie’s family, and, finally, the internet connection.

				“She sounds like she’s educated. Why would she put the papers on an auction site?”

				“Who’s smart all of the time? Hey, you don’t know anyone named White in the publishing world, do you? ”

				“That’s a common name. Maybe I do, but no one comes to mind right now. Why?”

				“Never mind, it’s probably nothing.”

				We looked at the people, and gazed at the big lake. On the walk back to the car, we passed a group of five men in well-tailored suits.

				“Looks like a group you might see around Wall Street. What business would they be doing here?” she said.

				“That’s a good question,” I said without hesitation.

				I wondered about the answer. And I wondered about how guys like that could be dripping of money while ten miles away on Howard Street in Petoskey people lived for Friday’s pay. I learned when I was younger that the world wasn’t fair and that bad things happened to good people. The rich seemed to have more of the dollar and the poor seemed to have less. 

				We drove slowly back to the Perry with hardly a word said. She kept looking over at me like a woman on a first date.

				“What are you thinking about, Mr. Livingston?” she said as we neared the hotel.

				“The meaning of life on Earth,” I said with a straight face.

				After arriving at the Perry Hotel, we walked to her hotel room quickly. She was still laughing quietly when she closed the door of her room.

			

			
			

			
				



			

	





				Chapter Eighteen


				Jogging was not something that I did regularly, much less in the morning. The sweat beads were still continuing to run down my forehead, so I wiped again with my Phish bandana, a Christmas gift from Cheri a few years ago. “You can use it when you take your hikes and walks along the beach, Dad.” The Doctor was eyeing me with a grin as wide as the Cheshire cat’s. His silence was both courteous and annoying.

				“OK, look Mr. Jogger-of-the-Year. So I’m not in as good shape as you are. Big deal.”

				“I didn’t say anything,” he said, looking off to the side at the slim glimpse of Lake Michigan in the distance.

				We were sitting on his apartment balcony, second floor with a good view of the hills around the city. The “lake view” apartments were about a time and a half as expensive as those with a view of the town and surrounding hills.

				Christine was about as frugal as could be when it came to the luxuries of life. She had come from a large family of hard working people who had lived together on the edge of the poverty level for all of here formative years. Her father had worked in a small machine shop for the type of wages that people from a big city would think ridiculous, but there were only a certain number of jobs available in the area during those years that weren’t seasonal. The city between Labor Day and Memorial Day folded itself up and hibernated like a heavyweight bear. 

				“Yeah, but you thought about me getting a little soft,” I said. “Wait till you hit forty. The knees will start to get a little sore, you’ll have less breath, and I swear my feet are heavier than they used to be.”

				“Not me. That’s just you,” he said standing up to look at something that had caught his attention, and then glancing over toward main street as several police sirens were passing.

				I said nothing because I was afraid he was right. Wes, the eternal jock, would probably be one of those guys you read about who, at seventy-two, looks thirty years younger. 

				I had been out jogging on the beach with Beth, the former co-captain of her high school track team who, feeling sorry for me, had slowed down several times. At least she hadn’t had to ask if I needed to rest awhile. That would have been humiliating. 

				The Doctor was still staring intently at something fairly far away. He grabbed for the binoculars, taking them out of the case.

			

			
				“You know we’re not really in danger here at all,” he said seemingly entranced.

				“We’re not in danger?”

				“No and neither is Julie Brodie.”

				Obviously there was more, so I sat wiping what I hoped was the last of the sweat beads off my forehead.

				“They need Julie because they want the manuscripts. They won’t try to kill her. And they were just trying to scare us off the case.”

				“Come on, these guys aren’t small town b-and-e men. This has got to be some big-time operators working for a man with a lot of bucks. They tried to run us over, for God’s sake.”

				“They want to scare Ms. Kelly. They want to get to her through us. Remember?”

				He was tapping the side of his head and shaking his head back and forth signifying the negative. I shut up.

				“That’s the Ferris wheel going up for the fair. See the top of it there sticking up past the Day’s Inn sign? Oh, I have to show you something.”

				We were both squinting to see what we could make out in the distance when his cell phone rang.

				“This is Wes,” he said standing and listening for quite a while, expressionless. 

				“OK, Tom, we’ll be there,” he said, finally finishing the one-way conversation. 

				He looked over at me.

				“Dantsinger. They found a man shot in the head slumped over a steering wheel in a car parked down the side street from the Perry Hotel. Looks like it’s Ms. Kelly’s bodyguard. They already checked with the hotel, found her, and she’s asking for you.

				We could see the crime scene from about three blocks away. Two city cop cars, three state police cruisers, an ambulance, and two unmarked, dark sedans, which I assumed were detectives’ vehicles, were parked across the street on various angles. Two of the police cars still had their flashers on. We parked a block down from the crime scene, and walked toward Tommy D. who we could see standing in the middle of the road talking to some other officers. He turned toward us as we neared him.

				“DOA. It’s Mrs. Kelly’s bodyguard, all right. She’s over in the back seat of the detective’s car. Your name has already come up, Livingstone. Detectives want to talk to you.”

				I left Wes and his notebook with Dantsinger and headed for the car. The questions were sparse. It was obvious to the detectives that neither Cynthia or I had any idea of who might have done this. Her story was simple: she had asked Todd to get her a bottle of vodka for later on in the day. After he had left, it was the last time she had seen him alive.

			

			
				We sat close to each other in the back seat of the detective’s car. Even though I didn’t know the body builder, I was numb.

				“I hadn’t known him for very long, but he had been very nice to me since we left New York.”

				She grabbed my arm.

				“I don’t know what to do. Will you call Tom? It’s in my cell phonebook. I’m getting out of here tomorrow. The hell with the manuscripts. Will you stay in the room next to mine tonight? I’m really scared.”

				“Yeah, I can do that. I’ll go home in a while and get my gun.”

				“Call Tom for me, please.”

				I called the office of Tom McKenzie and left a message for him to call me back when he returned. The detectives had finished with us, so I told Cynthia to come with me to the house to get the gun. We walked out into the street to where I had left The Doctor, but he was nowhere around. I had Cynthia wait in the car while I looked around and talked to some of the cops. Anybody who knew anything seemed to agree that it looked like a big city hit. 

				Tommy D. motioned for me to get away from the crowd of officers, detectives, and news personnel. “Off the record now, Rob. You know what this is? It’s money. It’s all those rich bastards who come up here for vacations into this little town in northern Michigan. There’s a lot of hardworking people in this town makin’ just enough to pay the rent and put a meal on the table. And then there’s some who can’t even do that. You know who I’m talking about. It’s money, Rob. The big buck brings murder here. I know.” 

				He raised his voice momentarily than lowered it again. 

				“I know that this town lives for the whole year off of June, July and August. I know what some of the profits are during those months. But it ain’t worth it Rob. It ain’t worth human lives.”

				I shook my head slowly up and down. There was no need to mention anything about the New York matchbook cover or Julie’s faux pas on the internet. This was big city. I’d been there and seen it. I also liked Tommy D. a lot for what he had said. I had come to this town because I remembered it so fondly from the family vacations from years ago. Back then, I had seen the whole coast including Charlevoix, Petoskey, and Harbor Springs as one great resort area with the best beaches on Lake Michigan. A place to escape to. 

				Even though they were there, I didn’t know that people like Christine’s dad, Tom Browne, or Jimmy Stevens, a local woodcutter that I’d done a column on a few months back, existed. The gap between the poor and the rich, super rich, and filthy rich was ridiculous. Living here for me, like many of the locals, had become a blessing with many disguises. 

				After watching the detectives and the forensics lab team that had just arrived from Gaylord for about ten minutes, I saw The Doctor walking back towards the crime scene from down the street. Approaching me, making eye contact, he began to nod slightly and consistently. He had one hand conspicuously in the left pocket of his shorts. I could see the edge of a rubber glove protruding from the pocket.

			

			
				“Evidence?” I said widening my eyes.

				“Nothing for the state boys.”

				I followed him to the truck and the three of us squeezed onto the seat together, Ms. Kelly in the middle. Wes got in, closed the door, looked back through the cabin window to make sure no one was around, pulled off the rubber glove, and laid a small zipper lock bag on the dashboard. I grabbed the bag as we swung out into the street and eyeballed it carefully.

				“No wonder you didn’t want to give this to the detectives,” I said suppressing a laugh. It wasn’t that I doubted The Doctor, it was just that I wasn’t following his reasoning.

				“So you found the four cigarette butts where?” I said fondling the bag and looking again for something else.

				“Think about it. The killer or killers knew this was Ms. Kelly’s rented car. They probably followed them to the beach this morning and then tailed them back. They got back to the Perry around the beginning of the lunchtime rush. Too many people.” 

				He looked directly at Cynthia. “Could have saved your life.”

				She looked at him briefly. She was attentive and a bit out of her shell.

				“They’re experienced at this. They know not to park too close, but they’ve got to be able to see the car. So they parked down a half block and then up that circular drive next to the old depot where they could still see what was going on. Then when they saw Todd coming out, they started to move toward the car anticipating Cynthia, too.” 

				He looked at her again. “When you didn’t show, they decided to go ahead with it anyway. Probably shot him before he closed the door.”

				She shuddered.

				“Sorry,” said The Doctor. “Anyway the butts were all in the same area near where they could have parked the car.”

				“Kind of a stretch, isn’t it?” I said. “I mean, a lot of people smoke.”

				“Yeah, but check out the brand.”

				I rolled one of the butts in the bag so I could see the name.

				“Players. Canadian?” 

				I knew better than to doubt him, but I couldn’t resist. 

				“So the killer is a Canadian smoker?”

				“No, Mr. Livingstone, the killer may have bought a pack of cigarettes in Canada. Remember the New York matchbook cover.”

				“New York, Canada. So they drove from New York through Ontario to Michigan. It’s the quickest route.”

			

			
				“Maybe, but they’d have to cross the border twice if they were driving. If they’re real criminal-type dudes that would have been hard. Too big of a chance of getting checked or pulled over for something by customs officials at the borders. Same thing for commercial airlines.”

				“So you’re thinking a private plane?” I said, momentarily proud.

				“Come on, Rob, they rented that SUV at the Pellston Airport.”

				“You know it’s not too hard to fly a registered private plane over the border as long as you state your purpose and it’s for business.”

				He pulled up in front of my house, and the two of us got out of the truck. I glanced around quickly and didn’t see anyone.

				“There’s been nobody on our tail. Don’t worry. They had to get out of there quickly with all those cops around, but they’ll be back.”

				I stooped down sticking my head through the open window a bit and grimaced. I was trying not to look back at Cynthia.

				“Shit, sometimes my brain is quicker than my common sense. Call me from the bar tonight and give me an update. Then we’ll probably have to figure out who’s going to Pellston tomorrow.”

				“Pellston. Yeah, you’re right,” he said.

				I turned and took Cynthia’s arm for the walk up to the front door. A squirrel jumped from branch to branch in the maple as we passed.

				“He is the brains of the outfit. Isn’t he?” she said, showing a weak smile.

			

			
				



			

	





				Chapter Nineteen

				My cell chimed out somewhat obnoxiously and I answered it quickly. The text I had sent Beth had been like an instant shot of caffeine for her.

				“What do you mean she might stay the night? What are you protecting anyway?” She had a right to be upset.

				“She’s asleep on the couch,” I said grasping at anything that popped into my mind.

				We talked a little and she settled down when I promised her a quiet, private dinner.

				I imagined the headline in tomorrow’s Petoskey News-Review: Second Murder Stuns City. How many tourists would suspend their idyllic vacations and return to the “safety” of their urban and suburban homes? How many locals would again blame it on those people “from down below” who seemed to bring not only their trash to the north, but now also their problems?

				I looked at the blank laptop screen in front of me and thought about whether I should attempt to start writing the second part of the “Hemingway experts” column. It was past six-thirty, but I wasn’t hungry. The murder of Cynthia’s bodyguard had soured my stomach as well as my disposition. I didn’t have to think on it too long to realize that this was the way it was here now in the twenty-first century. 

				It didn’t matter if you were in downtown Atlanta or Chicago, or if the character of your small town was built on wide-eyed innocence. Ease of transportation and communication had made everybody anybody else’s neighbor. And with that came all your neighbor’s problems.

				I looked over my shoulder at Cynthia lying on the fold-out couch in the spare bedroom, still asleep. She had huddled in the hallway with her head hanging, staring off into space while I had gotten her a blanket and a pillow. Then she had decided to stay the night here at the house. It was a good three hours since we had come back, and she had been sleeping like a tired child after a holiday.

				I was nervous and tense. Something made me start to worry that the killers would be creeping around outside and peering in through my windows, waiting for the perfect time to eliminate both of us. But, then again, I remembered what The Doctor had said about how valuable I was. I had to keep reminding myself that they had no idea who Edwina was or how she could be located. I was glad that Julie Brodie was play-acting the part. 

			

			
				I remembered that Dantzinger had said they would assign a patrolman outside of the house for the night, but none had shown yet. I looked out through the window at Pearl Street and saw very few vehicles passing. Most of the rush hour returnees had arrived back at their homes.

				I punched up Tommy D. on my phone and listened to the latest from him on the murder. There wasn’t much new. In fact, they didn’t seem to know much at all. I considered telling him about The Doctor’s theories or about how the SUV had nearly made paste out of me, but I checked myself, knowing better than to mention it now. If The Doctor was right, we would soon be giving the police more information; if he was wrong, it could make them both look like idiots.

				“You know, Tom, that Cynthia Kelly is spending the night here under my protection, but I need someone else outside like you promised.”

				I waited for him to check on freeing somebody else up.

				“Officer Warren, good Tom. I’ll look for him. Don’t forget: keep me updated.”

				I turned on the computer and waited for it to boot up. And what about Julie Brodie? I didn’t know how to think of her. What would she do when she heard about the murder? Would she bury the manuscripts back into the trunk, go back to Chicago, and wait until all the guns had stopped smoking? It occurred to me that the only people in this case that knew her true identity were still not sure how and where to find her. It was clear to me that The Doctor needed to follow this up.

				While I was looking at the blank word processor screen trying to get my mind off the murder and wondering about a good opening paragraph, the phone rang. It should have been documented in the ESP case files because it was Christine wondering first about Cynthia and me, and then relaying me some more info on Julie Brodie.

				“First of all,” she began, “there are no Brodie’s in the phone book at all. I think I remember that she lived with just her mother. I think her dad had left or something. Anyway, I went down to the court house and checked the marriage records in the city for a few years previous to when Julie would have been born. Guess what I found? One James V. Brodie of Petoskey had married a Helen R. Melton of Horton Bay. And, am I good? Huh?”

				“First class sleuth, Christine. First class.”

				“And, there are only two Melton’s in the phonebook. I mapped the addresses on Google and guess what? They’re both in Horton Bay. One is right on the main drag where the few stores are.”

				“That would be Maude’s Antiques. You are good. I’ll have to buy you two dinner one night.”

				“Oh, yes, sometime before we make reservations at the nursing home.”

				“I know that Tonelli’s delivers.”

				“Oh sure. Can’t you invite Beth and make something?”

				My cooking expertise didn’t go much beyond a fried egg, so I didn’t answer.

			

			
				She gave me the names and addresses, both being first initials only, and I put down the phone. I opened my junk drawer in the desk which was filled with casework artifacts. I stared at the business card for Maude’s Antiques: owner, Maude Melton.

				Of course. I had exchanged business cards with her on my visit to Horton Bay. It was clear to me that Wes and I would be going in different directions tomorrow.

				I looked back at the computer screen, but I was blank on how to begin. It was my intention in Part Two to include many of Hemingway’s short story titles in a cutesy, whimsical way. 

				“Lots of readers like ‘cutesy,’” I could hear Ray Jim saying.

				And everybody liked humor. The only title that came to mind was “The Killers,” so I exited the screen and shut down. My editors wouldn’t find murder very funny.

				Officer Warren had made an appearance and was camped with another officer in front of the house in an unmarked car. Cynthia had finally woken up, and I had made a gourmet dinner of grilled cheese sandwiches and canned soup.

				“You’re quite the cook,” she said, showing her first smile since the morning.

				“I am the best,” I said suggesting a card game to take her mind off the day’s events. We played cribbage like it was a tournament. We laughed together, and it was almost ten-thirty when the phone rang again. I heard The Doctor’s soft and subtle voice.

				“How are things over there, partner? Did Christine tell you what she found out? She’s really something, isn’t she?”

				He gave me no time to answer, and I heard him alternately talking to someone and singing what appeared to be a love ode to Christine. It was barely recognizable as a bit of an Al Green song of which I didn’t know the title. I could tell it was from “The Great Al” by the way he tried to hit the falsetto highs and the deep lows. Need it be said that he would never be called in front of a karaoke microphone by anyone to impersonate Al Green. 

				“So are you guys all right over there?” he said.

				“We’re good.”

				I looked at Cynthia sitting pensively across from me. She seemed a bit more relaxed.

				“So am I taking the airport at Pellston tomorrow?” he said, muttering a few more lyrics.

				“Yeah, and Beth and I will be going to search for Julie.”

				Cynthia Kelly was smiling at me.

				“Be sure to take both of your honeys,” he said singing the title line to The Great Al’s “Stay with Me.”

				Outside the kitchen window I saw a squirrel squatting solidly on my sad excuse for a bird feeder, munching a bread crumb dinner. Breakfast time and I was ready for action. I grabbed my old thirty-five mm camera flash that I had positioned on the kitchen counter for such a moment, pressed it up against the window pain, and punched the test button. The beast somersaulted sideways off onto the ground and ran, terrorized, toward the back of the yard. It had really worked. 

			

			
				Cynthia was looking at me in amazement, not knowing whether to feel sorry for the squirrel, happy for the birds, or sad for her pathetic companion. I wished I could make my other adversaries disappear with the touch of a button. I was hoping I wouldn’t have to pull a trigger.

			

			
				



			

	





				Chapter Twenty


				I was making a pot of coffee just after six-thirty the next morning when Officer Warren knocked on the front screen door. I had been thinking about the Cynthia Kelly, thank-you-for-the-security kiss from the previous night. The past day’s events were a sharp contrast to the quiet of the morning. Officer Warren was peering through the small glass window in the front door, so I opened it, getting a full shot of the warming air.

				“Quiet all night, Mr. Livingstone. Bob and I didn’t see or hear nothin.’”

				“Great Warren thanks. You can probably—”

				“Yeah, Officer Dantzinger said we should return to the station when you were up and around. Bob saw some movement in the house.”

				“OK. Tell Tom I’ll call him.”

				“Sure will, Mr. Livingstone.”

				It was another hour and a half before I heard some sounds of life from the spare bedroom. I had been writing some notes for the new column and reading the morning paper over a greasy egg sandwich, coffee, and orange juice. The headline, “New York Man Apparent Murder Victim,” was buried half way down the front page, making way for a detailed story on the marina expansion. Just as well. There would be less panic, more tourism. The editors knew that. Looking rumpled and rested, Cynthia appeared and walked over to the table, putting her hand on my shoulder and focusing on the paper.

				“Thank you,” she said in a hushed voice.

				I looked over my shoulder. 

				“Thank you, again,” she said sitting down.

				We managed our way through another egg sandwich breakfast, a call from The Doctor about a new case, and the gathering of her few things to take back to the hotel. We set out from the house with caution into the warm sun. I felt the semi-automatic bump against my leg, nestled in the small gym bag that I carried.

				I watched CNN while I sat in her living room waiting for Beth, but my mind wasn’t on the news. I didn’t like the idea of requesting police protection 24/7 for Cynthia. I couldn’t imagine the killers would be stupid enough to show up in town today looking for her, but, then again, who expected yesterday’s broad daylight murder? And there were no witnesses. I was also thinking about the twisted route through town that I would take to shake any possible tail. Of course, once we got out of town into the countryside, we would be prime targets, day or night.

			

			
				Beth gave me half a smile as she emerged from the bathroom wearing blue jean shorts and a loose fitting black t-shirt. 

				“Will we be safe today? They won’t drive by when we walk out of the house or anything, will they?”

				Her attempt at humoring me worked a bit. “No, just follow me.”

				Five minutes later I stuck my head out of the door into the bright sunshine. Beth followed and we headed for the car. 

				“Doesn’t seem to be anybody around.” she said, nervously.

				“Looks that way,” I said, looking up and down the deserted street.

				I did a quick exit from the parking spot on the street, and cut down the next side street at a high speed. Then I started a twenty-square-block series of turns that would have satisfied any car-chase aficionado. Soon we were off the side streets onto Highway 31 headed west, no tail in sight.

				We cut inland on C-71 towards Lake Charlevoix, the same road I had taken on the last trip to Horton Bay. Beth held her head a little higher than usual. The sudden death of her husband a little over two years ago had taken its toll on her. She was forcing a slight smile. 

				“Beautiful country,” she said, looking straight ahead.

				“It quiets the mind,” I said.

				The hilly road gave us brief glimpses of Lake Charlevoix through the swatches of trees. We passed the same farms and houses I had seen on my previous trip, but this time there was no faceless silhouette in a sedan behind me. Horton Bay was also nearly empty. My spirits were high as we pulled into the deserted parking lot of Maude’s Antiques.

				The sign, an antique itself complete with a price tag, read: closed. I knocked on the door and peered through the window at a few things I could see in the darkened room. No response. After knocking again I was wondering whether I should try the back door when Beth spoke up.

				“Nobody home,” she said smiling at me in a teasing way.

				She was feeling better and trying to make the best of it.

				“Now what do we do?”

				I walked back to the Model-A, popped the trunk, and began to rummage around, my head down into the trunk compartment.

				“Let’s see. What would The Doctor do?” I said standing up and glancing around quickly.

				“Well, how would I know,” said Beth, watching me walk towards the back of the shop.

				She followed me as I circled the shop, finding the back door.

				“Here, hold this,” I said handing her a flashlight.

			

			
				I unraveled the small cloth on the ground and took out my top-shelf lock pick.

				“I can’t believe you’re going to break in,” she said.

				“It’s not b-and-e because there’s no breaking, and it was probably unlawful entry when we started to walk from the parking lot. So you’re already guilty. Just hope you don’t get caught,” I said picking up the lock pick kit and taking a step inside.

				“Wait! Rob, I don’t think….”

				“Quiet. Just get in here with that flashlight.”

				We stepped softly into a small room with a single window on the back wall. It appeared to be a hallway, but was still crammed with artefacts, most of which it was too dark to see.

				“Turn on that flashlight. Wait a minute.”

				I turned toward her, grabbed her with both hands around her back and gave her a three-second, quick kiss. Her body molded firmly against mine.

				“Oh, I like a man who takes charge. And you know what to do in the dark, too.”

				“Better turn on the flashlight,” I said, realizing that we needed to get on with a quick perusal of the premises.

				I walked slowly, guided by the flashlight beam, towards the front of the store. I was in a hallway lined on both sides with large pieces of furniture: china cupboards, dressers, and an ornamental chiffonier with a gigantic mirror on top. I caught my reflection, and then Beth’s. She certainly was a sultry sleuth.

				“I feel like Jessica Fletcher in Murder, She Wrote,” she whispered.

				“Oh, yeah. The Case of the Uncaged Cat Woman.”

				“Me, a cat woman?”

				“That’s you.”

				She gave out a cat sound that reminded me of an exotic dancer in Atlanta that was an informant from my crime reporter days. We looked at each other, holding back laughter. This time there was no quickness to the kiss I gave her. She leaned slightly back against the wall and pulled me against her. It was a good minute before she pushed me away.

				“Oh God, Rob. I can’t do this here, now, anymore.”

				“You’re right,” I said standing up straight and looking at what I could see of her in the dark. She shook her hair and pushed it back with both hands.

				“You are something,” she said letting out a deep breath. 

				“I’m sorry.”

				“Oh no, don’t be sorry for any of that. No, no.”

				I could see her eyes in the dark as she took my hand. I turned and approached the door that appeared to lead into the front showroom, turning the knob slowly. It pushed open. Light hit us from the many windows, and Beth switched off the flashlight. We walked out into the room, boards creaking under our steps.

			

			
				I stopped for a few seconds, surveying the room that I had seen during my meeting with Maude Melton. I walked through the sports memorabilia section again inspecting the goods, some of which were housed in glass showcases. More Detroit Tiger stuff for Cherie. I would have to bring her here sometime.

				“I love this oak vitrine,” she said, smoothing the wood on the showcase.

				“Vitrine? You do know antiques,” I said anticipating the answer.

				“I love to get lost in the antique shops. It’s a great place to escape from life when it gets troublesome. Which is quite often.”

				“I bet.”

				I sauntered forward looking from side to side, wondering where the lovely family members might be, and realizing that we’d better get the hell out pretty soon. Beth had wandered over to the corner and was bending over and peering at the light as it filtered through a line of glass vases.

				“Vaahzes,” I said with a flourish.

				“Vases,” she said, with a long “a.”

				“My way or yours?”

				“Never mind, Mr. Livingstone,” she said, controlling her laughter.

				I had turned back toward the door we had come through and was just about to give Beth, who was leaning against me the cue to leave, when I found myself looking at the large business desk that Maude did her transactions on. Lying in the middle of the desk next to a calculator was a medium-sized manila envelope wrapped by a rubber band. It was marked: photos. I walked over to the desk, cleared some area on it, and quickly unwrapped the package. 

				I moved to a spot in the room where beams of light slanted through the window blinds. The photographs that I held in my hands were old and somewhat yellowed. Many of them were of a young woman that I didn’t recognize posing in a garden, in front of a house, and in a parlor. In some of them, she stood next to the figure of a young man who was much more familiar; it was the youthful writer, Ernest Hemingway.

				“My God, it’s really him!” Beth was looking over my shoulder.

				“Yes,” I said putting them back into the envelope after I’d glanced at the last one. I tossed it back onto the desk.

				“They’ve already got us for unlawful entry. We don’t need grand theft added on,” I said taking her hand and shuffling toward the open door to the back hallway. We stepped cautiously into the sunlight through the back door, which I secured before leaving.

			

			
				



			

	





				Chapter Twenty-One


				I maneuvered out of the parking lot at Maude’s throwing up a little gravel and making a quick turn onto the pavement. Beth leaned toward me on the sharp turn.

				“Pretty shifty way to get me closer,” she said.

				“That’s me, shifty.”

				“Now where do we go?”

				“We check the other house address. There were two Melton’s listed in the phonebook.”

				After checking the map, I noticed the other Melton address was right around the corner on the next side street. When we arrived it was the same scenario: no lights, no answer, nobody home. It didn’t take me long to call The Doctor.

				“I haven’t a clue what you should do next. What am I a psychic?” he said. The connection faded in and out a bit like a spirit voice in a séance, but I sensed frustration in his voice. We were parked on Elm Street in front of the house which bore the street address for a T. Melton. 

				“I’m with Ron Martins. You remember, I played football with him for three years. He’s gotten me access to the flight logs up here.”

				“Up” meant he was north of us, and, of course, “down” would mean south. We were in North America.

				“Haven’t found any incoming flights from places that are anywhere near in Ontario in the last ten days. But when I told Ron the specific days of the murders and the day we were almost run down, he quickly showed me the flight pattern for a Cessna under the name of Arco Corporation. They had made trips into Pellston at each time, the first being the day before the first murder.”

				I arched my eyebrows with a shot of adrenalin.

				“Arco? You ever heard of it?”

				“No. I’ve lived here most of my life, but it could be a downstate, big-city business.”

				“Where did they fly from?”

				“Beaver Island.”

				I lowered my eyebrows.

				“Probably just wealthy businessmen flying in to do some business on the mainland and then back out to their cottages on the island to be with their families. There are some pretty nice places out there.”

			

			
				“Yeah, could be, but Ron has already called and made arrangements for me to check the log out there this afternoon. It’s going to be a little business and a little pleasure. He’s going to take a few aerial photos and then, after I check the log books, we’re going to buzz over some of the other smaller islands.”

				 I caught him up on the unlawful entry and the new pack of photographs.

				“You do good work. I might have to raise your pay,” he said.

				“You’re all talk. Tell me what you find on the island.”

				He had hung up. I hadn’t even told him about the photos. The Doctor needed a break from his constant work. I wasn’t sure how he was going to get to the bar on time for his regular five-thirty shift, but I figured he’d come up with something.

				“What are you talking about beavers for?” Beth said in a hushed voice, laughing. “Where is your mind, anyway? Ooh! ”

				I looked straight ahead with a big smirk on my face.

				“Just ‘man talk,’” I said, finally pulling back out on the highway.

				“Is that what men talk about?” she said, quickly.

				This woman was not only a looker, she was full of it. 

				“So tell me what you know about Beaver Island,” she said finally, half-seriously.

				We drove back along C-71 on the north shore of the lake taking in the quiet, summer resort atmosphere. I rambled on about Beaver Island, the largest island in Lake Michigan, which had quite a history dating back to the mid-1800’s when it was a religious colony with a king. I couldn’t remember the details. There were now five or six hundred full-time residents, with double that amount in the summer. The island had its own post office, set of stores, motels and bars. The airport was busy with private planes during the summer months.

				“So you think he has found a connection, or not?” she said, getting my mind back to the case.

				“Not.”

				I looked over at her with a puzzled expression.

				“Except for finding those pictures, it looks like both of us may have wasted our time today. I mean, as far as the case is concerned. I didn’t mean.”

				“I know what you meant,” she said giving me that smile again. “Let’s just do something that’s fun for a while. Maybe you’ll get some new ideas.”

				God knows, I needed some new slants. I felt like I was getting next to nowhere. What had I missed? Where the hell were Julie Brodie and the rest of her family? Had they all left town? Who were these killers? Where were they from? Certainly no reputable publishing house would hire hit men just to get the manuscripts. Would they? I posed the last question to Beth.

				“I can’t imagine any publisher doing that. They would be found out. It would be all over the papers. They would be out of business and in court. But if this Julie posted information on the internet, who knows where it got to?”

			

			
				“But wouldn’t the would-be publisher report any proposition like that to the police?” I said.

				“Any reputable publisher would, but there are all kinds of operations out there. All you need is some crook with a little savvy, a new angle and a printing operation in a warehouse.”

				“I guess,” I said heading toward Charlevoix and considering her last statement in light of the ever-growing electronic publishing world. 

				“What time does the fair open?” she said, leaning towards me.

				We had passed the fairgrounds on the way out from Petoskey.

				“The fair? The Emmet County Fair? It’s open now.”

				“I haven’t been to a fair since I was in my teens. Let’s go there for just a couple of hours.”

				“We could do that. I’ll program the Model-A to make that turn.”

				“Cleverness can sometimes get you in trouble, you know,” she said staring over at me.

				“I know. It’s a curse.”

				We were riding the Ferris wheel when the cell phone rang again. We had opted for some French fries and cokes for lunch, had ridden on the merry-go-round, and had managed to explore all of the animal quarters, except the pigs’ barn, which had a stench that could make a gangster gag. The merry-go-round had made the greasy fries a ticking time-bomb.

				“Hey buddy, we’re flying over High Island, and I can see the other smaller islands in front of us. This is great! What a day! You there?”

				“I can hear you fine,” I said trying not to burp loudly. “I’m on the Ferris wheel at the county fair with Beth.”

				“We need to have more days like this. Don’t have too much fun now.”

				“Yeah, yeah. You know those Hemingway pictures I found on Maude’s desk reminded me of that envelope you scrounged out of the dumpster. I wonder what photos were in it? So what did you find out?”

				I listened intently as he told me that the Arco Corporation plane had only one other log-in besides the trips to Pellston. It was on the day before Samantha Moore had been murdered, and it was from Sudbury, Ontario, which was east of Lake Huron and north of New York State. It occurred to both of us that flights from New York City to Sudbury, and Sudbury to Beaver Island would not be heavily observed.

				I was going to ask him about getting to work on time, but I decided against it. Besides, they were unloading the Ferris wheel, and we were about ready to stop for the very top views of the lake. I put the phone away and looked over at Beth who was peering out towards Lake Michigan.

			

			
				“This is absolutely gorgeous,” she said, squinting and shading her eyes from the sun.

				I was thinking “absolutely gorgeous” all right, but not in terms of the beautiful view of the bay, the coastline with the rich digs of Bay Harbor, and the surrounding, rolling green hills.

				She was almost a product of a writer’s imagination. But I hadn’t met any woman that had moved me like this since I had written the final chapter of that summer romance three years ago. I was hoping this would be different. 

				The view disappeared as we got lower to the ground. Soon we were unloading, and the scraggly looking operator was ogling Beth and grinning with his missing-tooth smile. She smiled back, and then, after we had walked about fifteen feet away, smiled at me.

				“Misunderstood,” she whispered, looking straight ahead.

				“Missing, something,” I said.

				It had been a great day with a great lady. There had been no out of control merry-go-round like in that Hitchcock movie, no sinister types following us, no wild car chase. Why we had to stop at the fortune teller’s booth was beyond my understanding.

				Of course Beth’s palm held nothing but happiness, prosperity, and long life. I should have left at that point, but she had insisted that I get mine read. The fortune teller, a woman in her thirties and a graduate of the internet school of palmistry, peered intently at the inside of my right hand, and I saw her expression change. I don’t remember much of what she said, except for one word: danger. On the way to the exit gate, Beth held onto my arm, but I didn’t look at her. Instead, I glanced to the left, to the right, and back over my shoulder for any movement in the shadows.

			

			
				



			

	





				Chapter Twenty-Two


				I had that think-I’m-being-watched feeling again as I sat in the model-A viewing the front doors of the Perry Hotel. I needed to check in with Cynthia before heading back to the house to do a little writing, clean-up and preparation for dinner with a special lady. I was taking Beth to a great place for dinner: McCormick’s Irish Pub. Christine would be meeting us there and The Doctor would be working. Hopefully, the four of us could figure out how to find Edwina.

				It was time for the charade. I had parked the car a half block down from the entrance, so I nonchalantly strolled down the sidewalk, turning my head back and forth, watching for waiting henchmen. There was no question about it: in the mid-afternoon this place was quite deserted. Just before reaching the doors, I turned around quickly and, when I reached the car, punched the auto-unlock, and slid in. Glancing in the rear-view mirror, I pulled out with a slight squeal of the tires. 

				I drove on, slowing down a bit, and followed a route that even a visually challenged man would find easy. I was looking for a tail. After about a dozen turns and stops traveling through the pedestrian- heavy, gaslight district, I headed back to the Perry and found the same parking space still available. Nothing suspicious at all. I sat in the car for a few minutes, with my right hand on the semi inside the gym bag, constantly checking the mirrors. I was an armed sitting duck.

				I thought about the role reversal that I had gone through in transition from crime reporter to private investigator. When I was a reporter, I had been a seeker, even a digger, for a story where a crime had been committed. Now, in situations like this, I wished it would all go away. There was nothing to be seen on the street or in any direction except a group of three men in suits standing and talking on the sidewalk in front of The Perry’s main entrance. They all wore dark, shiny, summer suits that could have been purchased on the magnificent mile of Michigan Avenue in Chicago. New money up from Bay Harbor ready to have lunch with old money. 

				I grabbed the gym bag, leaving it open, quickly got back out of the car, and headed toward the entrance. Still nada suspicaz, nothing suspicious. Again The Doctor’s words: they need us, they don’t need Ms. Kelly. Running through my head. I walked by the group of three, starting towards the open doors. I looked back over my shoulder and saw two sets of eyes suddenly averted. Had they been staring at me, following my every movement? I kept going into the building, heading for the stairs. The two flights up to the third floor would be my daily exercise.

				Emerging from the stairwell and looking down the hallway, I saw the plainclothes cop was gone. Instead, all I saw was a straight, shadowy, long tunnel. I shifted the gym bag from my right hand to my left and stuck my right hand into the bag feeling for the touch of cold metal. Sometimes this job was not what I had anticipated it would be. I pushed on step-by-step. I felt like a “Cat in the Rain.” The Hemingway short story titles, for whatever reason, were making me less tense. I hoped it wasn’t “The End of Something,” but rather, “A Simple Enquiry.” And I knew that “Nobody Ever Dies.”

			

			
				I stopped in front of the door to Cynthia’s room and knocked, again looking both ways up and down the corridor. There was no answer. I knocked again and tightened my grip on the gun. Still nothing. My mind was spinning. Where was Ms. Kelly? Had the officer seen something suspicious and left his post? Or worse, were he and Cynthia both missing? I heard a noise in the direction I had come from, so I flattened myself against the wall the best I could. I watched the end of the hallway. 

				I heard the sound of the elevator approaching. The doors were beginning to open, so I became even tenser. I saw a man and then a woman as the door opened. In only a few seconds I realized the distant silhouettes I was seeing were Cynthia and the officer heading back towards me. For whatever reasons, my mind was still spinning and my muscles tense when they approached me.

				“Are you all right? You look terrible. What’s going on?” she said coming closer.

				“Same questions for you, except the ‘terrible’ part,” I said.

				“I’m sorry if I scared you. I needed to call Tom, my boss, and the phone wasn’t working. Officer Watkins wanted to stay with me while I went to the front desk. I think I left my cell in your car. Rob, are you sure you’re feeling well?”

				She unlocked her room door and I followed her in, leaving the officer outside. Cynthia was holding both of my arms gently, and telling me to sit down and relax. I had been like this before. It was one of the reasons I had left the job in Atlanta. At some point in situations, my mind seemed to let go of reality and direct me into some sort of paranoid world inhabited by dark, suspicious, sentient beings. A world devoid of simple reality.

				It had suddenly all caught up with me. A second murder, a bunch of wild goose chases a gun in my hand, a client in danger. After all, I had come here to get away from the perils of modern city life, to write a feature column, and try to get a little closer to what it was all about. And here I was again: Mr. Paranoid Detective.

				“I’m OK,” I said finally.

				She was standing in front of me looking down.

				“I’m afraid I don’t play the part of the tough guy detective too well. Never have. 

				That Sam Spade stuff is hard to live up to. I’m really just a writer, a journalist, you know.”

				“I know,” she said. 

			

			
				“I gotta go,” I said standing up. “So you’re all right?”

				“Yes, certainly. You go. Lie down when you get home. Sometimes sleep is a great remedy.”

				I walked out, smiling back at her, past the officer, and into the hallway of noir. The stairs and the lobby became a constant blur. I emerged from the hotel’s front doors somewhat numb, trying hard to feel like a downstate tourist in the middle of a long vacation “Up in Michigan.”

				Staring at the blankness of the white ceiling, I suddenly realized that I hadn’t heard the alarm. I reached for the compact travel clock, saw that it was a quarter to five, and turned it off. I had slept for a good hour and a half, and my head was feeling better. I had dreamed that Cherie had been holding on to me and grabbing my hand saying things like, “What’s her name?” Lots of stuff like that about some woman that I liked. I guess it was Beth. It was real positive stuff as opposed to the reality of the underlying bitterness she still had regarding the divorce of her parents.

				It had been hard on her: barely fifteen, impressionable, an only child. It had been hard on the both of them for the first two years after Janie had moved back to Michigan with her. Lots of long distance hellos and goodbyes. 

				Then, almost magically, the offer from Ray Bob at the Free Press that was a chance to not only get back to the home of the Red Wings and Tigers, but to leave a news writing career behind and become a columnist. It didn’t pay much at first, but I had acquired many true fans of the column and had just finished a short speaking tour. Thank God for editors that believed in you.

				I stood in front of the mirror shaving. Did I need a new look? My brown hair was too shaggy, and the clean shaved look that I’d had for over twenty years wasn’t really with-it these days. Maybe a bushy brown beard like the young guys were wearing would work. My eyes looked like they had sunken about ten inches back into my face. And I appeared pale for mid-summer. As I stared into the mirror, it occurred to me that the killers could hide very easily in the area. No one would notice people who moved in for a short time. It was what you did if you were a flatland fudgy.

			

			
				



			

	





				Chapter Twenty-Three

				The Doctor was eyeballing us over the top of the bar as he worked. Evidently, he had told Jen to seat us in the cozy, corner booth in the low light. I was hoping we could make some progress tonight on the case, and, at the same time, show Beth a good time. I would try my best. I realized that I had contracted that “noir virus” that seemed to inflict me occasionally. Pessimistic, bleak, dark thoughts were saturating my brain. The Doctor strolled over our way to collect a few empty glasses.

				“You look like shit,” he whispered bending over. “A drink for you, Beth?”

				“Do you have a good white wine?”

				“Well, this is just a joint, you know. But, actually, we do have a decent Michigan vignoles from the Traverse Bay area.”

				“Oh good,” she said staring at me.

				“Thanks for the compliment,” I said looking at him like a hungry dog guarding a food bowl.

				“I know what you need,” he said glancing at me and walking away singing some undistinguishable disco dirge.

				“He knows your usual?” she said smiling.

				“He knows my usual, but that’s not what he’ll bring tonight.”

				While sipping the double scotch on the rocks, I knew that The Doctor had given me the right prescription. I was feeling the heat, the glow, and the clearing of my mind. I ordered a second from Jen when she took our orders.

				“You’re not going to drink like that all night, are you?” said Beth.

				“Oh no,” I said immediately, not looking at her and wondering if maybe I should.

				The place was filling up for a Tuesday night. A few families of tourists who had been steered here by locals they had met in search of the “special” of the night were filing in. Local couples in search of the same. The regulars, ready as ever, to find something interesting to eat and, more importantly, a lot of something to drink. I looked them over in what I imagine must have appeared to be kind of a twitchy way while Beth talked to me. I saw occasional faces as suspicious, kept a constant watch for probing eyes, and wondered about their pretenses for being here, rather than somewhere else. I just couldn’t help myself.

				The smart phone began to vibrate and I saw that New York number listed. Cynthia was still checking on my condition. “My boss should be here by noon tomorrow,” she said. “He’s on an early flight. He will be making the arrangements for Todd’s body.”

			

			
				Beth was looking away and then back at me, over and over. I looked at her and mouthed the word “client.”

				Meanwhile, Cynthia had hesitated and the phone had gone silent. I swallowed my paranoia and tried to sound strong. I excused myself and walked quickly toward the front door. A breeze off the lake hit me square as I said. “OK, go ahead.”

				“Then Tom and I are going to talk this whole thing over. He doesn’t think it’s worth pursuing, at this point. And, I guess, neither do I. I’m scared, Rob. Really scared. It’s like one minute everything is fine, and then the next, these murderers appear out of nowhere. I think I’m safe as long as I’m with you or one of the officers, but there’s always a chance.”

				“As The Doctor has said, and I agree with him, they can’t just start offing everybody. They need us to get to Edwina and the manuscripts.” I didn’t have the heart to explain that he hadn’t included her in those that he thought were safe.

				“Yes, if we can ever get to her. Right now we can’t even find her.” she added in a wobbly voice.

				To say she was disgusted would have been an understatement. I had to say something just right. If I didn’t, the status of my case was, at best, shaky. I knew there was one person that could bring us out of the doldrums.

				“Christine is coming tonight at seven-thirty, I added, firmly. The Doctor should be able to take his break at the same time, as long as the crowd has settled down. Maybe we’ll make some progress. She is the one who has given us all the breaks in finding out about Julie.”

				I paused, hearing that silence again.

				“You know, Edwina,” I said.

				“Oh yes. Maybe she can help.”

				It was the food that arrived that seemed to pick up my spirits. Jen left abruptly without much eye contact after serving us. I saw an unmistakable scowl as she walked away. Had my old buddy developed a thing for me again? After about five minutes of adding condiments and taking first tastes, the conversation began again.

				“I love food like this. I know I might sound spoiled, but I get tired of fancy food,” said Beth. “You know, gourmet this and gourmet that.”

				“Oh yeah, gourmet,” I said, smiling.

				We talked, ate, laughed, and relaxed. It was the most pleasant hour of the day. The key word for me was “relaxed.” The Doctor strolled by after a while. He made some comment about the McCormick’s Reuben always making me look better. Beth gave me a smile that made me melt. A short time later, the bar crowd seemed to suddenly hush a bit and, as I glanced to the side, I saw many eyes turning towards the front door. Even though I had my back to the door, I knew what was happening. 

			

			
				Shortly, I felt Christine’s hand on my shoulder. “Oh, I see you got your comfort food again. Another Reuben bites the dust. Ha, ha.”

				Beth slid over quickly, smilingly widely at the fashionable creature that didn’t seem to match up with the big, ex-jock, bartender. Christine was wearing a light-weight, off-white dress that indicated she must have had a big closing.

				“Oh, I came right from showing a house in Bay View. Looks like a sale. A gigantic old, Victorian place in great condition. You know Rob, just a half block off the lake on Randolph.”

				“Yeah, I think so.”

				“Madam, you look lovely tonight. May I take your order?” said The Doctor. “Man, I thought those two guys at that front table were going to follow you over here. Their eyes sure did. I think they’d mentally removed everything but—”

				“Wesley!”

				She reached over and grabbed the top of his forearm, squeezing it like a sponge.

				“I think I can break loose in about five or ten. All I have to do is get out of human perception,” he said leaving quickly to avoid the heat.

				Beth and Christine made a lot of girl talk about the dress, clothes, and her job. I decided to call Tommy D. and check on protection for Cynthia tonight, stoically breaking the no-cell-phone rule. While I had him on the phone, I asked him how the investigation was going. It sounded like they were totally baffled, with no leads. After I had finished, I knew I had to talk to my partner. While I was still waiting for The Doctor, Christine handed me what looked like a magazine across the table.

				“Wes said to bring it,” she said resuming her conversation with Cynthia.

				I had in my hand a copy of the Charlevoix County plat book.

				“Oh, and my dad wants you to call him. He wants to show you his latest project. It would be good for you to talk to him. He likes you.” Tom Browne was someone I respected. At times, I envied his simple, hardworking, uncomplicated life. I realized, too, that Christine wanted me to go see him to clear my mind a bit.

				“Yeah, I’ll call him,” I said, moving over for The Doctor to slide in next to me.

				“Ok, here’s my theory, he said. “You couldn’t find Julie or any of the Melton’s at either of the addresses because they’re all hiding out somewhere. They’re scared for their lives. They don’t know how much the killers know, and they’re not taking any chances.”

				We huddled around The Doctor as he spoke. Sometimes I think he had missed his calling on the high school football team; he should have been the quarterback. “One thing before we start. What was that fancy language? Out of human perception?”

				The Doctor looked at me with one eyebrow raised. “H.G. Wells. It’s all about getting out of human perception. You know, like my new clothes are for work after dark. Stan’s got some too.”

			

			
				“So, do I get an outfit, too?” I said, squinting at him.

				“No. You’re the ‘day man.’ Look how good you did at Maude’s.”

				“Oh, I get it. The old guy can’t do that kind of work,” I said.

				“If you’re old, what am I?” said Beth, listening in. One gaze at the gorgeous woman made me feel better.

				“OK, so back to Edwina and her family. So where are they? Have they left the area? I doubt it. Besides Julie, we’re talking about two women in their fifties and one in her late seventies. They also don’t have much money, according to her,” I said.

				“So where do you think they are? How can we possibly find them?” said Beth.

				“This is a family that’s been in the area a long time. We know that because of where the notebooks and stuff came from. So I think they’ve got a cabin or a cottage somewhere,” said The Doctor.

				“Yes, that makes sense. On the lake?” 

				Christine and I were enjoying The Doctor show and Beth’s reactions to it.

				“On the lake. There’s probably fifty miles of coastline, so start looking in the plat book for anything listed under Melton or any of those prime areas that won’t have a name, but would be a good place for an old cabin. Remember, the old families get the best spots. They won’t be on the main road unless they’re secluded by forested areas.”

				“This will be like looking for a needle in a haystack,” said Christine, quoting the old cliché and looking frustrated.

				“Yeah, but we can make the haystack smaller,” he said.

				The women poured over the plat book, while he and I continued to talk.

				“You need to get off this case for a day, so tomorrow why don’t you do this motel stake-out that this woman called me on. Maybe it’ll clear your head a bit.”

				He was looking at me like he did sometimes. It was hard to be partners and not be good friends.

				“OK. And you need to give Tommy D. all the information that you’ve got. Give him the theories too. They seem to be proving to be on the right track. Hey, they’ve got nothing down there. I just talked to him.”

				“All right, but if he laughs in my face, I’m telling him they’re your ideas.”

				“He won’t believe that.”

				“Probably not.”

				“OK,” I said looking at him intently, “we’ve got these guys coming into the area on a plane on the days of the murders, we’ve got the name of the supposed business, and we think they came through Canada from New York City. Right?”

				“Yeah,” he said seemingly not concerned, glancing over at the two women.

				“So what else?”

				“Not much. Just some other questions, I guess.”

				“I’m listening.”

			

			
				I had known The Doctor long enough that there was more going on in his mind than he had already spoken of.

				“Well, for one thing, how did the killers know that Ms. Kelly was staying at the Perry? Wasn’t she registered under Cynthia Beddow? And how did they know who she and the bodyguard were? Wouldn’t they have had to obtained pictures of them? It almost seems like they were aware of their daily schedule to be able to pull off a hit like that.”

				“So what are you saying? There’s another connection? Like another guest at the hotel?”

				“Or an inside job.”

				He glanced to the side and then back over his shoulder at the crowd in the bar. I waited for him to look back at me.

				“Somebody local,” I said lowering my voice. My head was beginning to spin again and everything looked a couple shades darker.

			

			
				



			

	





				Chapter Twenty-Four


				I had been sitting in the parking lot of the Petoskey Holiday Inn Express for a good hour before one of the cars that I had been waiting for arrived. It was three-twenty, and the woman who had given The Doctor the information had said her over-amorous hubby would arrive between three and four. It was a typical case for us: woman suspects husband of cheating, she contacts us, we stake out a rendezvous spot, we take photographs and notes, report back. 

				Today I found it refreshing to be here, not having to look over my shoulder for a suspicious face or behind my back for a pointed pistol. A sleek, silver, low-slung sedan pulled into the middle row almost directly in front of me. A tall, dark-haired man climbed out of the driver’s side and stood, straightening his tie. He wore grey, pressed pants and a black sport coat.

				Checking the photograph again, I recognized our client’s husband before he turned and entered the lobby. I had strategically parked in the far row away from the motel facing the large recreation area and main doors. I jerked myself out of the car and made for the front doors.

				Mr. Player was standing at the main desk talking to the clerk who was handing him his key card. I went and stood nonchalantly by the glass windows looking into the pool area and watched as he activated his cell. He ended the conversation quickly and then exited the building. I could guess who he had been talking to.

				I found a comfortable chair and a magazine in the mini-lobby and camped out waiting to see what developed. I checked the notes from our client again. Supposedly, the cheating husband had received a call at home which was listened in on by our client. A women’s voice had said something about seeing him at the motel, so I was supposed to figure out who she was and then share their liaisons.

				A large family passed through the automatic doors in a rather noisy manner. The two, small boys seemed particularly obnoxious. They railed past me quite quickly, so I pitched the magazine on the end table and strolled casually after them toward the elevator. At the same time, lover boy, with his key in hand, followed after us. After crowding into the elevator, the mother of the boys gave me a few glances, and I returned them, smiling. She made eye contact with me, rolled her eyes, and made a comment about “some vacation.” 

				We all rode to the third floor. I followed them down the hallway, watched the man stop at room 307, and continued past to the room just before the stairs where I pretended to fumble for my key. When he closed the door to the room, I swung open the exit door and headed down the stairs.

			

			
				I found a chair directly across from the front desk where I could hear parts of conversations of the guests checking in and sat back with another magazine. From this vantage point I could see the loving husband go out of the building or to the pool and exercise area. I figured it could be a long afternoon.

				I watched the endless parade of flatlanders arriving, overloaded with luggage. Some arrived to rooms that weren’t ready, so they had to leave the bags in the back room by the desk. I watched a big, muscular guy struggle with the half dozen bags mostly for his trophy wife, a pretty redhead with curves galore. I was shaking my head back and forth when something struck me: there was no hassle at the Perry. It was just like a five-star, downtown hotel in the city. Your baggage was taken care of by baggage handlers. I decided to call Cynthia right away.

				She was just about to call her boss to talk about his flight information. Yes, the handlers had taken her luggage up to the room. Yes, they knew her name. Yes, I thought, we would have to check out the list of the Perry’s handlers. She didn’t want to talk, so we disconnected.

				I went back to the task at hand: sizing up the women who checked in for the possible suspect. I decided it was fruitless. After all, I could see by one of the pictures that our client was a very attractive, young-looking woman. It was hard to figure what would distract a man away from her. I had watched several people wander into the dining room to eat lunch, and I was thinking I would do the same when my ears suddenly perked up concerning some conversation at the desk. It was a well-dressed, middle-aged woman who was alone doing the talking.

				“Yes, I should be in 305 or 309. My friends are in 307. I had requested that the rooms be together when I made the reservations.”

				What a scam, I was thinking. Rooms right next to each other. And you think you’ve seen it all. My phone was vibrating. What I heard on the other end was The Doctor’s voice. I noted its calmness. “Rob, I’m sitting here right now looking out on a beautiful view of Lake Charlevoix. Here’s somebody that needs to talk to you.”

				There was a slight pause and then I heard a voice that I recognized immediately. It was Julie Brodie. Edwina was speaking. She told me she had been terrified and hiding at the family cottage with her mother, grandmother, and Aunt Maude. She added that she still wanted to sell the manuscripts to a reputable publisher, that being, at this point, Hiller and Blumfield Publishers. 

				I assured her that we could find a place to meet that was safe, that I would convince Cynthia and Tom that it would be good, and that I would see if the Free Press wanted to break the story about the selling of the rediscovered manuscripts. It would then be picked up quickly by the national media, so, hopefully, the killers would leave town. I suggested a daylight meeting time, and we concluded the best place would be out of town again on the entry road to the giant power plant at Big Rock Point. She turned the phone over to The Doctor, and I gave him the update on the stakeout.

			

			
				“Sounds like just what you needed, buddy,” he said.

				“Yeah, I’m cruising today. Got any ideas on what they might try?”

				“Pick the lock on the storage closet on the third floor and hang around like you work there. One other thing. You know that envelope I found in the dumpster that said ‘Maude’s photos?’ Julie had sent a few photos in an envelope to Samantha Moore to help show the authenticity of the manuscripts.”

				The “other woman” was parading by me, so I ended the conversation and sized her up carefully. She was very pale, suggesting much time spent indoors. Must have been a stretch getting her to come on this trip to a sunny resort town in August. She was tall, almost five-ten, quite thin with short dark hair, cut fashionably. She wore what appeared to be painted-on black, stretch shorts and a tight, white top. Her hair was nearly dripping with mousse.

				Once again I was thinking about the baggage handlers at The Perry. A certain handler not only could have known that Cynthia was staying there, but also her habits, contacts with Todd, and anything else he wanted to dig for. I suddenly realized that I was not the person to finish this stakeout. It was obvious that the master lock-picker and undercover sleuth would be able to finish this one better than me. Besides, he’d have more fun. He’d said they were staying for four days. I quickly headed for the main doors, the parking lot, and The Perry Hotel.

				The pretty, fluffy, young, reservation desk clerk at the Perry was not busy, but took her time in assisting me. She must have taken a seminar in presenting a good image and missing the main point. I thought of asking right away for the manager, who was an acquaintance of mine, but kindly inquired instead for her supervisor. The young assistant manager was able to provide me with a list of employees, after a call to my friend who had taken the afternoon off to cruise around the bay on his twenty-four foot rig.

				“You can tell the baggage handlers by the symbol ‘bell’ under the code column,” he told me. 

				I was looking at him with a smirk on my face.

				“Yes, like in bellhop. But we don’t have any bells, so they’re baggage handlers.”

				He was a good guy. I knew I would mention him sometime to my friend, if I could ever catch him off his boat. I sat down in the lobby in a padded, but stiff, velvet, Victorian chair and perused the list. Only six “bells.” All of them except two had been employed for five years or more with The Perry. I realized that I would have to come back tomorrow for more information.

				I went and stood in front of the dining room door, gawking at the sparse, late lunch crowd in search of that Kelly woman. No sign of her at all. Nothing left to do but stop at Tom Browne’s to say hello, go home and relax. I was definitely feeling better after seeing the shenanigans at the Holiday Inn. And I had that second “experts” column to finish.

			

			
			

			
				



			

	





				Chapter Twenty-Five


				Tom Browne’s backyard was a museum for the handyman. The lean-to that he had attached to the old garage contained shelves and cabinets full of garden tools, assorted pots for plants, oddities from garage and yard sales, and a selective assortment of parts for machinery. The main area was full of rebuilt lawnmowers, rototillers, and chainsaws all locked up securely behind a thick, high swinging gate. The rest of the yard was enclosed by a handmade privacy fence. Rustic chairs and tables complimented the patio area, not unlike those that he produced inside the garage in the wood shop. I was in the middle of the circle tour of the environs when his phone in the garage workshop rang. While he talked I wandered back down the driveway toward the street.

				I was at the front of the drive reading the Tom’s Rustic Furniture sign when the cell started vibrating on my hip. The Doctor was singing the chorus from “Rubber Band Man,” a disco ditty I found especially annoying.

				“You know that sixties’ soul is generally better than seventies’ soul,” he said interrupting himself. “This lyric is real dumb, but I like the music. You probably don’t care about that, right?”

				I was silent. There’s always time to be polite.

				“Anyway, I’m down at The Perry out on the front porch taking in the sunshine. Chris had nothing going on this morning and she’d been bugging me about lunch here before the summer ends. So we’re here. You’re probably wondering why I called.”

				“No, because I know it’s something important.”

				I hated to admit it, but even the most offbeat statements seemed to generate future directions.

				“You know I was just over there checking on the baggage handlers.”

				“Well, too bad we didn’t cross paths. OK, Christine went to the powder room. She loves to call it that. And I wandered down to the bottom level to check out those glass showcases where they have all of the old pictures of town and other stuff, and they had a new display that I thought you’d be interested in.”

				“Yeah, and?”

				“They had a title on it: Ernest Hemingway in Petoskey. There were photos. They were just like the ones you described to me. I found the guy who does the showcases, and all he would tell me is they were from a private collection.”

				“Yeah right, I’ll come over and check them out. Are you—?”

			

			
				“No,” said the mind reader. “Christine has to go to work, and I’m going to the part of town where the sun doesn’t shine.”

				The long-distance, collective laugh felt good. I walked back up the driveway where Tom, who had emerged from the garage, was waiting for me. 

				“This woman wants the bench I’m making for her done yesterday, and I haven’t even stained it yet. So I better get back to it.”

				“I have to go anyway, Tom. Hey, I didn’t know you were a hit songwriter.”

				“You heard about that, eh? But I never quit my day job, Rob. I wasn’t that dumb, you know?”

				I wished him luck on his new project, walked out to the street and got into the model-A. Back to The Perry again.

				I knocked for a second time on Room 217, but there was no answer. I figured as long as I was in the neighborhood, I might as well see if the big city lady was around. Walking back down the hallway, I found myself wondering where she might be. I moved down two double flights of stairs sliding on the slightly worn carpet to the bottom floor where the showcases were. 

				The Hemingway showcase was located near the end of the hallway next to a metal container for the Petoskey News-Review, the local daily. Who had given these to the hotel? As I looked over the photos of young Ernie, which appeared to be some of Maude’s, I glanced at the front page of the paper. The banner in large type announced the latest on the new marina again, but I quickly read down to a smaller headline which read: Homeless Man Saves Young Girl. I sprung for the change and grabbed the top copy.

				At the bottom of the page beneath the story was a picture of the new local hero and the seven-year-old girl he had saved. The pony-tailed, old man was familiar. I looked for his bike in the background of the picture. Heroes sometimes came from strange places. I read the rest of the story on the second page which described the incident and how the “world traveler,” as he had described himself, had been in the right place on the beach at the right time. 

				The man had been living rent free all summer in a tent at the city park in exchange for handyman and maintenance duties arranged by the park supervisor. He described journeys through India and France as well as the western states. The story was well done, and I knew Dan Miller, the assistant editor and a friend of mine, had written it even before I turned back to the front page to search for the byline. Cross one shaky character off the suspect list.

				They made a good burger in the downstairs grill. It was the type of place that groups of people went to after work, so at this time of day, it was nearly empty. I ordered a bleu cheese burger with slaw and remembered the time in ancient history when the three of us had come here for a late lunch. 

			

			
				I had just started work in Atlanta, but we had come back to Petoskey to keep the tradition alive. I could see Janie in her short, yellow shorts that she seemed to always wear, and Cherie, only five or six, in an oversized, white t-shirt eating fries and ketchup. I wondered if my daughter would really come to see me before the fall classes started up again.

				After a leisurely lunch I found myself in the black sedan headed northeast along Highway 31 still debating where Ms. Cynthia Kelly might be at the present moment. This kind of thinking was getting to be a regular thing. I pulled off on the shoulder to let an ambulance pass me, and was about to head to McCormick’s for a beer and to get some perspective on things with my old friend, Jen, when the cell began playing that familiar tune again. I wasn’t sure at first who the woman was that was speaking to me in the fragile, quaking voice, but as soon as I realized it was Christine, my stomach turned sour. All I heard were the words: hospital, Wes, and beaten badly. There was no one following me, but I would have shaken any tail in the first two minutes at the speed I was driving.

				Christine was standing in the middle of the emergency waiting room with folded arms, looking down the hallway where they apparently had taken The Doctor. She grabbed me and held me like a scared child clutching a teddy bear. 

				She wasn’t making a whole lot of sense, but I pieced together a scenario of his visit to the Muskrat Room, a dirty, little, neighborhood dive in the hidden away section of the city near the railroad tracks. And then some sort of an altercation resulting in a 911 call. They had found him in the alley in back of the place, bruised, bloodied, and unconscious.

				A nurse walked out from the emergency room toward us, and summoned Christine. They talked privately for a minute, and then Christine turned back toward me. I saw a bit of a hesitant smile.

				“He’s regained consciousness and they’re moving him upstairs.”

				She let out a deep breath. I was about to call Tommy D. when she grabbed my hand and pulled me along to the new room. 

				The Doctor was awake. He was lying in a bed with his head wrapped with enough bandage so that it looked like a turban. After she hugged him and held him for a good minute, Christine backed away from the bed. He looked over at me with his eyes, not moving his head.

				“Three guys,” he muttered. “Big guys. I was right.”

				He looked back over at Christine and closed his eyes. We both looked at the intern who was standing on the other side of the bed.

				“He’ll be fine, but he needs rest. We’ll wake him on the half hour and keep him overnight. He should go home tomorrow.”

				I left Christine in the room with him and headed out immediately making the call to Tommy D. He was, in fact, at the Muskrat Room where they were interviewing the bartender and a couple other locals. Evidently three strangers had shown up, followed a little later by The Doctor. There had been some trash talk across the room followed by a little scuffle between one of the strangers and him. At that point the bartender had told them to take it outside. He had gone out to the dumpster about fifteen minutes later and found The Doctor unconscious in the alley by the side of the bar. The descriptions of the guys by all interviewed were the same: big, dark clothes, short hair, two with dark hair, one blonde.

			

			
				Sitting at the bar in McCormick’s I told Jen and Sally the whole story. Jen leaned over the bar, head in her hand supported by an elbow, and stared at me intently. She wore silver hooped earrings that dangled a good two inches down from her ear lobes. The place was usually empty in mid-afternoon, so Sally had time to figure out how they could survive the night without The Doctor.

				“You know how to make any of those drink specials he has. I know I will get some people asking for those,” Jen said, standing up.

				I walked around behind the bar thinking I would show her the step-by-step instructions for the Michigan screwdriver. She followed me diligently.

				“I think he just substitutes half cherry juice for a lot of the citrus juices to make a lot of them.”

				“I hope I don’t get too many requests,” she said leaning against me with her hand on my back. “Say Rob, where’s your lady friend today? You know, the fancy one from the city?”

				The wheels were turning quickly in my head. Our relationship had never been anything but good buddies, but Jen had me wondering. My thoughts were once again interrupted by the samba rhythm. She backed away and glared at me.

				“Sorry, I forgot to turn it off.”

				“Oh, I could care less. You know the cell phone ban is Wes’s thing anyway.”

				I should have left it off. Christine was on the other end telling me first that he was awake and seemed to be a little better. Then she was turning it over to him. I heard a long pause and then a gravelly voice.

				“Tonight, after dark. Watch the back door of the imports store. Keep your distance. Make yourself invisible.”

				Then he punched off. Jen looked at me, puzzled.

				“Is he all right?” she said, concerned.

				“He’s better, according to Christine.”

				He was feeling better, and, with those instructions, I was feeling worse. She could see a change in expression as I stared off toward the far wall of the bar. 

				“You OK?” I looked into those deep blue eyes again feeling a certain numbness at the approaching danger.

				“You be careful. OK?”

				 I would be careful, like little red riding hood on the way to grandma’s house.

			

			
				



			

	





				Chapter Twenty-Six


				I had a hunch it would be a long night for me, as I sat in the Omni office reclining in the only comfortable chair. Waiting for the darkness was not a pastime that was practiced by many vacationers who came to the northern Michigan resort towns to worship and revel in the sun. Only the teens waited for each summer night to begin with endless talk, drives, beach parties, and illegal beer, all amid the ever-present smell of sun tan lotion. But I was no wide-eyed adolescent; there would be no party for me tonight. I had an evening by myself scheduled, holed up in a dark sedan with no radio, no light, and no one to talk to. Not to be outdone by The Doctor, I had found some old black jeans, a black, long-sleeved hooded sweatshirt, and some ancient motorcycle boots. There was nothing I could do about my pale face.

				I had considered calling Beth to sit next to me and talk a little, but it was much too dangerous. Dangerous, what a word. I was supposed to be too hard-pressed to function. But the more I had thought about seeing The Doctor lying in the hospital bed, it had magnified my gumption. I was now bigger than life, more powerful than a locomotive, and extremely pissed off. If I had a business card to print right now, it would include the words “megga” and “force.” I wasn’t sure about the exact order.

				I looked out through the lone window and focused on a couple of sailboats out in the bay, their metal parts reflected the setting sun like distant sparkling diamonds. What exactly was The Doctor thinking about now? He hadn’t really clued me in, and I was mentally in the dark.

				What had sent him to the bar in broad daylight? Were the thugs who beat him up connected with the murders, or just a couple of hot shots fueled by a few too many early afternoon bourbons? I had to figure that they were involved somehow. And what about watching the imports store, back entrance tonight? What was I to expect? What in hell was I looking for? I leaned back in the chair and closed my eyes to try to sort it all out.

				The Future View Imports store, which was located on the section of Highway 131 called Spring Street, had an alley that dead-ended at the next store, so I had parked the model-A about a third of the way down the block of the side street which ran perpendicular to the highway and the alley. I had been at my station for over an hour. I had seen no sign of life in the back parking area or the alley, except for two stray dogs following their noses past the dumpsters, trash cans, and whatever other fond smells they could encounter. 

			

			
				It was almost midnight. I was beginning to doubt The Doctor’s intuition. He had been wrong before. I wanted to call him to get more information, something to think over, anything to consider. But he was in dreamland, probably in some surrealistic chase scene from his days in a police cruiser in Detroit. I knew he had been watching this place, but he had never said why. Usually, he didn’t commit himself on a theory until he was quite sure. I think my being here confirmed that he was onto something. 

				I was thinking that I should be home in bed, but then I remembered the night squirrels and began to think of some other deterrent for them. The camera flash had worked for about twenty-four hours. I was thinking of new squirrel tactics when I noticed a dark, sport convertible pull off of Spring Street, turn into the alley, and park in a spot in back of the store.

				Through my binoculars I saw a tall man with long hair emerge from the passenger side of the vehicle. I recognized him as the store owner. A shorter man in a sport jacket got out of the driver’s side, walked around behind the car, and stood talking to the store owner momentarily. His face was familiar. I stared intently, trying to think where I had seen this guy and who he was. Suddenly the curtain was raised and all the bells and whistles went off simultaneously. I watched the two figures disappear into the back entrance of the store. I grabbed the cell and punched down to The Doctor and Christine’s apartment phone, hoping she had left the hospital and gone home. Her voice sounded far away.

				“Hey, honey. How’s the man?” I whispered hoping for good news.

				“He seems to be OK, Rob. Oh, I’m glad you called. I needed someone to talk to. I can’t sleep, anyway. Where are you?”

				She told me more about his condition and how much she loved him and what a good friend I was. I tried to sooth her. Then I told her how I had followed The Doctor’s orders, and where I had been for the last two hours. Then I gave her the big question.

				“What do you know about Chuck Stevens? You know, the big, real estate guy you see on TV?”

				I told her that I had just seen him with the owner of the imports store.

				“I mean, Chuck Stevens?” she said, obviously puzzled. “What would he be doing there? He’s usually out driving around to the bars meeting all the ladies. He’s got a reputation, quite a player. Got a black, Mustang convertible that Wes is always drooling over.”

				“Uh-huh, I’m looking at it.”

				“He usually hangs out with the jet-set crowd down in Bay Harbor or at the casino. Why would he be going there, and so late? You think he’s mixed-up in the murders? Wes hasn’t said anything to me… except this morning. He was watching something through the binoculars again, probably the imports store. You can see the front of it from the balcony. He said something about knocking down the kingpin.”

			

			
				“The kingpin, huh,” I said grinning. “Tell him I’m here.”

				I punched off. Two figures had emerged from the back entrance. Chuck moved towards his car, but the store owner moved toward the only other parked vehicle in the lot. Chuck stopped and said something to the manager as he drove away. Then he got into the Mustang, pulled on a dark, baseball cap, and whipped out of the parking lot. I turned over the Accord and sped off after him, cruising past the stop sign at Spring Street and out onto the main drag narrowing missing a couple of SUV’s traveling in both directions.

				Stevens was cruising south at about ten to fifteen miles over the speed limit. He probably figured he could buy his way out of any ticket. The model-A was missing a bit, and I was definitely smelling a little exhaust. I was keeping him within fifty yards as he turned onto Highway 31 towards Bay Harbor and accelerated as he reached the edge of town. I floored the beast and moved a little closer on the dark highway. We were the only two machines in sight.

				If he noticed me, he didn’t show it. Before long we were passing all the lights of the Bay Harbor complex framed picturesquely by the bright moon over the bay. I slowed down a bit, giving him a little more room. I had expected him to be heading to a Bay Harbor night spot. After another two miles, he cut towards the lake on a freshly graveled road built for new residences. I turned off my headlights before making the turn and followed him down the road, squinting to see by the moonlight. 

				The road was wooded on both sides. I reached under the seat and pulled out my old, double-D flashlight and shined it inconspicuously on a few road markers. The drive entrances were marked with wooden street signs carved in a hokey, old English script. The drive Stevens had turned down was unmarked. I proceeded down it slowly. Caution was the word for the day.

				After about two hundred feet, I rounded a curve and slowly crept to a stop. I was looking at one hell-of-a-house, high up on a hill. It was huge, built in a pseudo-Victorian style complete with a fake widow’s walk above the central part. Chuck’s car was parked in front on a circular drive. Still in the Accord, I counted eleven windows on the front of the place alone. Was this house his? It had to be. Early to bed for the playboy tonight. Not good for his image. 

				I backed up, turning my lights on about half way out of the drive. I was trying to figure what a reputable businessman like Chuck would be doing messing around with murder. And the manuscripts? Wouldn’t it be obvious that he was involved if he tried to publish them? I was going to have to talk to The Doctor tomorrow. Things weren’t connecting for me. And I wanted to find out whose mansion it was from Christine. If it belonged to Chuck Stevens, I was definitely interested in the moonlight tour.

			

			
			

			
				



			

	





				Chapter Twenty-Seven


				I had been drifting in and out of sleep for at least a half hour while I listened to the annoying acrobatics of two squirrels on the roof. Squinting at the alarm clock, I saw that it was almost nine, a real sleep-in for me. I struggled out of bed, hit the bathroom, and wandered out to the kitchen searching for the holy java. I was sitting at the kitchen table half way through my first cup when the phone chimed in. 

				“Hey. What’s up famous writer?”

				My daughter’s voice put a bit of a bright spot in the middle of my forehead. She was laughing at her silly greeting to her father. 

				“Oh, I was up late last night doing a little stalking. I think I’m beginning to wake-up.”

				“God Dad, what’s going on up there? Mom called and said she heard there had been another two murders in Petoskey. You’re not in the middle of this I hope.”

				“Well, The Doctor has this detective agency.”

				“I knew it. Dad, please be careful. Why don’t you just do the Free Press writing. I mean, my friends down here think your columns are awesome. Can’t you just quit that private eye stuff? That Doctor guy is the brains of the outfit, anyway. No offense, Dad.”

				She had inherited her mother’s way with words. “It gives me material to write about sometimes,” I said wondering if I should get into this at all.

				We spoke for another twenty minutes about her state of being: mental, physical, and monetary. I steered the banter off of me as subject. The conversation ended with a planned visit before she would go back to school in September.

				I poured another cup, toasted a bagel, and punched up Beth. I had a delightful confabulation with the personal message of hers and hung up thinking how lucky I was to live in the computer age. I wandered into the front room, turned on the laptop, and sat down.

				I had been deliberating over a choice of a title for the column I had just finished. I knew I wanted to paraphrase one of Poppa Ernie’s short story titles, but just couldn’t find something to my liking. I was debating between “Fathers and Sons (and Experts),” “(Never) Out of Season,” and “Up in Michigan (with the Experts).” I read the opening paragraph again.

				Nancy Marvino knows where Ernest Hemingway slept, and for that matter, where he ate lunch and read voraciously to prepare for his writing career. In fact, she can point out the reading room to you if you speak to her in the Petoskey Public Library. You’ll find Nancy inside the large, turn-of-the-century brick building six days a week ready to talk about the young writer’s days after the war and before he became one of the young lions of American literature. She is a walking biography of the youthful Hemingway. And she is not alone in her expertise.

			

			
				I read through to the end. I was happy with the piece, but still couldn’t decide on a title. I shut off the laptop, looked out the front window at the intense sunlight, and went back to the kitchen for one more cup of black coffee. 

				There was something bothering me about the murder of Samantha Moore, but I was having trouble figuring out what it was. I sat down at the table and found myself staring at the framed Monet poster from the Hyde Museum in Atlanta. I knew what I had to do. Showcased on the poster was a reproduction of one of the paintings from the water lily series. It was a still, silent view of a pastoral setting which reminded me of a park. I knew where I would be going today.

				The jazzy samba thing started up again. It was Christine telling me that she had just brought The Doctor home. He was waiting to talk to me.

				“He looks something like a big turnip that my dad grew one year, but at least you can understand what he’s talking about,” she said, turning it over.

				The voice sounded a bit weak, but I knew it was him.

				“Chuck Stevens, huh. Would you believe it? What else you find out?”

				I recounted the night’s adventures dramatically like a television playwright, leaving nothing out. Then I told him about the plan for the afternoon.

				“Maybe you should take another day off from this case. You sure you’re cool about this. 

				You could just stay home, and watch some reality shows.”

				I heard laughter from Christine which I knew was a release for her. We both could tell he was feeling better. I knew it was open season on squirrels, so I fired back with a few quips about how busy he would be tomorrow picking locks, taking photos, and documenting the liaisons.

				“Oh, a little touchy are we? So what are you expecting to find at Mineral Well Park?”

				“I have no idea, but I’m hoping something will jog a clue loose. Anyway, it’ll be a good place to walk around and relax.”

				“Make sure you take some pictures and make some notes about the people you see.”

				“You got it,” I said, punching off.

				The old saying about the best laid plans seemed to be appropriate for the day, but I needed to really relax. I spent a good hour interpreting themes from the squirrels’ book, managing to read all of the ways to significantly reduce the population, without a gun, of course. There had been a couple of nights that I had considered whipping my pistol around the back yard, but I knew the clean-up would be hell. What I really needed was a remote-control robot with a camera flash. In the end I decided on a temporary fix, catching them through the windows with the camera flash diligently on a twelve-hour basis.

			

			
				Then I spent another few minutes on the phone talking to the lady with the legs. It was the sort of call that any man waits for, full of quiet concern for my safety and questions about the situation at hand, mainly the meeting with Julie/Edwina tomorrow. Yes, there was still twenty-four hour police protection going on, Cynthia assured me. And yes, her boss was arriving later that afternoon, so she would see me tomorrow at the meeting.

				By that time, I was hungry again, so I made a grilled cheese, my pick for comfort food of the month. I did some e-mail with Ray Bob at the Free Press, then found a book about old Petoskey that I had picked up at the library. And there ended my waking afternoon. 

				I found myself at six-thirty or so lying in a heap on the couch feeling like a cross between Rip Van Winkle and the stale crusts of a sandwich. The book was lying open on the floor, and the bright sunlight had changed a bit to include that summer-evening, brownish haze.

				The people, of course, I thought as I chomped on my second piece of Tornelli’s pizza, by the slice. I was remembering the words The Doctor had said as I sat in the quite crowded, small dining room of the Tornelli family emporium. Maybe somebody saw something that the cops missed. I paid up and got out of there.

				I drove across Sunset Boulevard, the tag the city father’s had dubbed Highway 131 along the shoreline in the city. I turned left in front of the fire station, wondering if I should ask around there about suspicious behavior on the night of Samantha’s murder. The cops must have checked that out. Maybe not. It was hard to tell what they had investigated. The Doctor had told Tommy D about finding the matchbook cover and beaten down weeds, but we weren’t sure how much credence the boys at the station had put in his theories and measly evidence.

				Driving into the park a short distance, I noticed a major difference from the last time I had been there. There were people everywhere: young couples holding hands walking by the river or sitting on benches, younger kids riding bikes or playing catch in the open field, older folks walking their dogs or strolling the trails aimlessly. And they were all braving the increasing amount of mosquitoes as dusk approached. 

				I steered the model-A into a parking space in the lot at the end of the road before the “City Employees Only” gate. I practically jumped out of the car with the small bottle of Canadian master bug formula in my hand, closed my eyes, held my breath and let loose all over myself. I hated the smell of the stuff, but it was a necessary evil.

			

			
				I stuffed the bottle into my shirt pocket, grabbed an old Braves’ hat, my camera, and my notebook, and starting walking away from the lot towards the river. The bugs weren’t as bad as I had expected. I guessed the stuff was working. A breeze with a smell off the lake hit me as I walked towards the pathway beside the river. I walked on the pathway further up the river and sat down on an unoccupied bench. 

				I shot some token pictures in all directions. Landscapes with people. Wes would be pleased with me if I shot a whole bunch. Tomorrow night he had off, which meant we could examine the pictures in the apartment. 

				I opened the notebook and took some copious notes: 5 boys, ages 10-to-12, playing wiffle ball in the open area behind the two picnic shelters; a couple in their 70’s wearing light-weight jogging outfits and almost new walking shoes moving at a brisk pace; a long-haired woman in her early thirties wearing a long, madras skirt, a tight t-shirt and sandals, walking a chocolate Labrador; a man at least in his eighties, I’d guess a widower, walking along the pathway, smiling, but looking lonely on this night of summer romance.

				I gazed back at the passing river and thought about Janie, an ex-wife with not a whole lot wrong with her. At the time of the break-up, I had thought her to be an ugly, self-centered, queen-for-the-day bitch. But now I wasn’t so sure if I hadn’t been looking in the mirror at the king asshole.

				“Evening,” said the old man, nodding properly.

				“Nice night,” I said, looking him in the eyes.

				“Damn bugs will drive you crazy, though,” he said, swatting the air.

				“I guess.”

				“Which one of you has the bug spray on? I can smell it.”

				We both turned to my right and saw the woman with the dog glancing back and forth at us.

				“I don’t usually put it on, but I’m desperate.”

				I stood up, reached into my shirt pocket and handed the small, plastic bottle to her.

				“Oh thank you. I think you saved my life.”

				She dosed herself and handed back the bottle.

				“He’s my neighbor,” she said nodding towards the old man who was walking away from us. “Lost his wife last year. She was really sweet. Nice guy.”

				I was proud that I’d read him so well, but, as I gazed at my new companion, I saw that she was quite a bit older than she had seemed at a distance. Her thin, figure complimented an outfit more typical of a woman twenty years younger. The t-shirt said: Better Dead Than Ned. I guessed it was some sort of obscure Grateful Dead reference, complete with artwork in The Dead style.

				“You live around here?” I said remembering my mission.

				“Yes, next street over. Now, you don’t look like a tourist even with your camera.”

			

			
				“Journalist,” I said politely. “Local.” We did the introductions and talked for a bit. Yes, she was an artist, some sort of painted pottery. A pleasant woman. And yes, she knew Just Greta.

				“She’s very interesting,” she added, a bit tongue-in-cheek I thought. Mentioning Just Greta’s name made me reach for a piece of gum. I decided that the mint was way better than the orange, and that neither was one hundredth as good as a cigarette.

				I told her I was working on a case and asked her if she had seen anything on the night of Samantha Moore’s murder. She had been out of town, but added that I was the first to enquire. I took her name, address, and phone number as well as the old man’s name. I got up and wandered farther up the path to the end. I was still about a quarter mile from the murder scene, so I cut across the large open field. Looking quickly to see if anyone was watching, I merged onto the gravel work road and began walking a quick pace, swatting mosquitoes whether they were there or not.

				It was getting darker quickly and I didn’t have a flashlight. There was nothing but woods between me and the river at this point, and I could smell the sweet ferns. I was wondering what kind of a lapse of reason had led me to this spot at this time without a gun. I approached the spot that The Doctor and I had concluded was the murder scene. I did a couple quick 360’s looking specifically for vehicle access to this spot. It was exceedingly clear to me that there was only one way into the park: the city work road.

				Whoever had murdered Samantha had driven back and forth through the park. And what about Samantha? Had she driven her rental car to this spot? It was still missing. Julie had said the meeting was after dark, and the time of death, according to the cops, was between eleven and one. Had they interviewed anyone on this side of the river at all? The Doctor had said they were asking questions of everyone in the area that first morning, but that had all happened on the other side of the river.

				Walking back on the access road I had the feeling someone was watching me again. I concluded that I was paranoid, and the only eyes on me were those of the hoot owl that was stating his case up at the top of a pine between the river and me. A couple things were very clear to me now: first, we were going to have to seek out some possible observers who might have seen something on the murder night, and, secondly, that I would call the new column “Up In Hemingway Michigan.” 

			

			
				



			

	





				Chapter Twenty-Eight


				The article was in the e-mail, the camera SD card was in a plastic bag in my pocket for close, group examination tonight, and the Model-A sedan was headed out of Petoskey for the site of the former, nuclear power plant facility at Big Rock Point. I passed the fairgrounds on my right where workers were dismantling the amusement rides and collapsing the livestock tents. I thought I smelled the pig tent again, so I groped for the button to raise the driver’s side window. The inside air was better with the lakeside window wide open towards the lake.

				It wasn’t long before the lavish subdivisions of Bay Harbor began to manifest, first on the right, then on both sides of the road. The elaborately decorated hotels and shops at the center of the development that I saw half a mile toward the coast below me were all so new that the paint looked wet. The crowning jewel of extravagance was the Bay Harbor Equestrian club situated high on a hill inland from the road. 

				It was amazing to see all of this when, at the same time, only a half mile inland the locals, farmers and workers, lived in modest surroundings. Bay Harbor faded away in my rear-view mirror, and I glimpsed patches of the midnight blue lake through the twisted greens of the oaks and maples. This was the country that Hemingway had held dear for his entire life.

				The road to Big Rock Point was a quick right off the highway, and the small pull-off to the right was about a quarter of a mile down. I looked at my watch and noticed I was running a little late. Cynthia and Tom McKenzie were supposed to be driving down together to meet Julie and me. Rounding a curve I saw the parking space with two cars and four people standing together. My brain did a quick double take, and then, as I got closer, I peered intensely through the windshield at the four figures. There was an extra woman that I didn’t recognize. She was quite young and standing behind Julie.

				“Oh sure Mr. Livingstone, make us wait why don’t you?”

				I had to hand it to Cynthia. She was socially clever. I lowered the driver’s side window.

				“I was delayed by the smell of the pigs from the fairground.”

				“Right,” she said, opening the door and winking at me. 

				Before long we were leaning against the sides of their cars examining the notebook, story drafts, and a few photographs. Cynthia and Tom were on either side of Julie, while Shelly, who Julie had introduced as “a friend,” and I stood across from them. Shelly was a tall woman about Julie’s age with a plain, heavily made-up face and a curvaceous body accented by high, tight shorts and a tight tank top.

			

			
				“These are incredible!” 

				Tom was reading his second story. Cynthia was looking at the pictures. “Tom, couldn’t we use these somehow too. Look at Ernest and what was her name?”

				“Thelma,” said Julie, smiling at Cynthia.

				I was wondering why this other woman had made the trip. What was she, a bodyguard? Where were Maude and Julie’s mother?

				“So are you from Horton Bay, too?” I said looking directly at her.

				“No, Petoskey.”

				A real conversationalist. I tried again.

				“Have you and Julie known each other long?”

				“Since fourth grade.”

				Getting information from her was like trying to open a can with your bare hands. She had given me a phony smile and had looked away. I gave up and decided to look at Cynthia instead. She noticed, looked up, and mouthed something that I couldn’t understand. I could tell by her eyes that it wasn’t about the Hemingway stuff. 

				I shrugged my shoulders and walked back to the car to check on The Doctor. There was nothing on but the message service, so I figured he was hiding in the motel linen closet waiting for the notorious couple. It was a good, not too strenuous, assignment for him.

				The meeting ended quite abruptly with an agreement and a later meeting set for the afternoon to exchange the manuscripts and photos for, what I’m sure, was a large sum of money. Tom would bring the necessary papers with a check. Julie was still reluctant to meet at the hotel, but seemed comforted by her friend’s presence. I made arrangements with Cynthia to call her later in the afternoon. I was about to pull away when she walked quickly over to the car and stuck her head partially through the open window.

				“You know what I said before, don’t you?”

				“No, I couldn’t figure it out.”

				“I said, ‘Case is closed,’” she interrupted. “I’m not your client anymore. And tonight’s my last night in town.”

				She raised her eyebrows and squeezed my upper arm. I tried to flex it quickly, but was too late. It was times like this when I wish I would have stayed with the workouts at the gym.

				I was back in the Flap Jack Shack having a late lunch and talking to Mary Rhimes about the Hemingway experts’ column when the cell summoned me out of the conversation. Tommy D.’s deep voice bellowed out about why hadn’t we contacted him about locating “Edwina,” withholding evidence, obstructing justice, and seven or eight more no-no’s from the police handbook. I began muttering something about employer- employee privilege, to no avail. 

			

			
				Apparently, one of guys on stakeout at the hotel had noticed the appearance of Tom McKenzie, which, in turn, had led to the questioning in which Tom had told about the deal he had just made with Julie. I finally said a number of things I’d probably be sorry for later, using far too many expletives and ending with something to the effect of jumping in the lake to cool off a certain body part. I finally just punched off.

				Mary drifted back over after a minute or two having left when my verbal fireworks had begun. “Mr. Livingstone, I’m glad you’re sitting over here by yourself. We have several patrons who would have been very offended by that type of language. Course I’ve heard it all, and it doesn’t bother me one bit. ”

				“Sorry Mary,” I said.

				“Oh Hon, I’m just kiddin’ you. Who were you talkin’ to anyway?”

				“Tom Dantzinger, county deputy.”

				“Oh, I know Tom, Mr. Livingstone. A nice guy, but not real… you know.”

				She was tapping her right temple with her index finger.

				“You’re probably in trouble now, huh?”

				I looked up at her and nodded.

				“Well, anyway, as I was saying before, everybody I talked to is looking forward to that ‘experts’ column that you wrote. And we have our own Hemingway expert back in the kitchen: Tony, the afternoon shift cook. His aunt knows the lady that owns the house that the great writer stayed in.”

				“No shit,” I said, still thinking about how I would handle Tommy D.

				I looked up again, ready to apologize, when she took me by surprise.

				“No shit, Mr. Livingstone,” she said laughing and giving my shoulders a one-armed hug.

			

			
				



			

	





				Chapter Twenty-Nine


				I was nested in comfortably on the pull-out couch trying to read a book about the Beaver Island archipelago that I had picked up on the way home. Through the side window I saw a squirrel running up a tree arching his tail back and forth. He probably didn’t even know I was watching him, but I took it as a personal insult. 

				The Doctor’s comments about what he had seen from the plane ride had intrigued me, so that I was thinking of taking a little trip out to the big island myself. I was sure there was a column or two that would come out of it. I hadn’t gotten very far into it because my mind kept wandering back and forth between what I was going to say next to Tommy D., and what Cynthia had said to me at the power plant road. 

				She had said she would call me, and we could get together after the photo examination session. Get together. What did that mean? Was there new information? 

				My cell was dancing on the other side of the room. I had fallen asleep. I rolled off the couch hitting my knee on the coffee table, and lunged to the phone, expecting one of two people. It was neither. The Doctor never sounded more assured.

				“That case is closed.”

				“What? Well, I know that. Wait, what are you talking about?”

				“Come on man, are you high?”

				He was laughing wildly. Fully recovered, evidently.

				“No, just asleep.”

				“Yeah, you’re high on Beth. Anyway, the liaison theory of our client was real. The amorous couple is busted.”

				Now I was following.

				“So what did you get?”

				“Just two words, Rob: ice cream.”

				“Actually, that’s one word, an open compound,” I said fully waking up.

				“Thank you Mr. Writer-Dude.”

				“Ice cream, what’s that mean?”

				“Six-thirty, Rob. Wait till you see.”

				He was gone and all I heard on the phone was about five seconds of “Brick 

				House.” The guy was incurable.

			

			
				After The Doctor had let me in, Christine was still giving orders on kitchen clean-up like an egocentric junior executive. The Doctor obeyed unconsciously. It was interesting just watching the interaction between the two of them. I sat down at the table in front of a cup of hot, black coffee.

				“OK, so what’s with the ice cream?” I said.

				“Yeah. First I’m hangin’ out by the vending machines and I see him leave some of his business associates, I guess they were. I don’t know. Then, he walks into her room and I hear the door lock.”

				“Then what?”

				“How the hell do I know? I mean, what do you think? I did pose as a room service guy and secretly photograph the two of them?”

				“Why not? You’re the sleuth of the month.”

				“Yeah, maybe next time. Anyway, I’m guessing that they did more than have a polite conversation, because after forty-five minutes he comes out, then she follows about three minutes later. I cut down the stairway and get out to the truck as they’re both driving away in separate cars. So I follow him to the Dairy Queen where she’s already parked.”

				“Ice cream.”

				“Ice cream. They each get a cone, then they get into the front seat of his car, cuddle up next to each other and start eating. I’m right across the parking lot with the telephoto lens and I start shooting, no reflections. You can see them perfectly.”

				“That’ll do it.”

				“Oh no, there’s more. Pretty soon she starts swirling her tongue around on his cone.”

				“No. You got that?”

				“Oh yeah. Then, she starts taking big clumps on her tongue and letting him eat them. There was a whole lot of tongue and mouth stuff going on. They’re toast.”

				“Well, we might be too.”

				He looked at me intently as I spoke about Tommy D., the conversation, and what we could do to help make things right again. The three of us sat together passing the photos back and forth.

				The Doctor had outdone himself. He had zoomed in so close on several of the “tongue and mouth” shots that he and I had to control our juvenile impulses to not laugh wildly. Christine kept shaking her head back and forth, muttering things like “rats” or “they deserve each other.” Soon we were viewing my batch from the park.

				“Ooh, the pastoral scenes,” said The Doctor.

				“Oh, like your pictures are so great,” said Christine.

				There they were in summer night splendor: the kids, the couples, the walkers, the joggers. We finished quite quickly and emerged into the kitchen area where Christine was making tea.

			

			
				“You know, when this breaks we should get some better equipment,” she said looking at me for support. “We could get a new printer and scanner.”

				“Yes, you’re right. We should do a lot of things differently.”

				“I know. The money.”

				We both turned toward the bathroom where The Doctor was muttering something that didn’t make any sense. We looked at each other and rolled our eyes in unison.

				“It’s her. It’s that same woman.”

				He was walking towards us holding my camera and viewing a photo from the park.

				“She was there on the bench the morning after the murder. I’m sure that’s her.”

				“How the hell did you notice her on that first trip,” I said taking camera.

				“What’s she look like anyway,” said Christine peering over my shoulder. “Oh, she’s too old for you.”

				“Same outfit: t-shirt and long skirt, man. How many do you see like that?”

				“That’s Cam,” I said, as they both slowly turned their heads toward me.

				I was standing at the McCormick’s bar across from Jen and The Doctor, waiting for Beth and looking through the one phone book that was hidden behind the bar. I was trying to keep it hidden under a menu like a high school kid with a Maxim under his biology notebook. I had forgotten my note pad and wanted to make contact with my two, new, potential witnesses. Finally, I found the name and address that were the missing puzzle piece: Camille Michaels, 299 Wachtel Avenue, the street that ran next to the park. I punched the number in and got a blank stare from The Doctor which verged on a dirty look.

				“It better be something about the murders,” he said shortly.

				“Yes it is. Very important!” I said defensively.

				“Oh, so one on the phone and one in the bar. Should I be jealous?” said a familiar voice from behind me.

				Beth squeezed in next to me against the bar. Jen took a drink order and left talking to several of the regulars as she moved away. There was something different in the tone of her voice. Was her new husband not what she expected or was it something else?

				A few minutes later, I was trying to interview Cam while Beth had her arm around me and her hip against mine. Sometimes the simple became complicated. I tried to concentrate on asking a few questions and jotting down her brief responses. Yes, she walked into the park from her back yard once or twice a day to take breaks from the pottery and painting. No, she hadn’t seen or heard anything out of the ordinary, but she was an early riser. Asleep by eleven. The nighttime was not the right time.

			

			
				I made the mistake of turning to glance at Beth. She was looking away, so I took the quick liberty of glancing down at what she was wearing. My attention span for the interview was about to get even shorter. Her lightweight, black jeans fit like a second skin. She was wearing a summer top from the Madonna, internet catalogue which showed as much cleavage as it hid. Her eyes caught mine looking.

				“Like my sandals?” she said, holding out her left leg to show a two-inch, black number.

				“Lovely,” I said, dumbfounded. “No, there’s someone else here. I wasn’t talking to you,” I whispered to the phone.

				So the call finally ended with a partial dead-end. She didn’t know anything, but thought her neighbor, the old man, might have seen something. She knew he was a big Tonight Show fan.

				“Are you finally done now?” she said rubbing my back.

				There are some things that you hate to say, but you just can’t help it.

				“One more quick call,” I said wincing.

				“Ok, I’ll go over, order another drink, and talk to the guy in the sweatshirt with the bruises on his face.”

				“Another?” I said smirking, as she walked towards the front of the bar.

				All I got from the phone of James Randolph, Cam’s neighbor, was an answering machine with a digitalized voice asking me to leave my name, number, and purpose for calling. It didn’t seem to fit with the old guy I had talked to. I left my info and circled around the bar to where Beth was sitting talking to The Doctor.

				“And…” he said, expecting something new.

				“Nothing yet,” I said, explaining the situation.

				“What else is new,” he said hustling towards a raised hand at the side of the bar.

				“Good, then you won’t have to think about it for the rest of night,” said the Madonna imposter.

				“You got that right,” I said, moving my face within six inches of hers and losing what was left of my composure in those bright eyes.

				I’d had one too many drinks but it didn’t matter. The Madonna imposter was gone. Beth, however, was standing in my bedroom two feet in front of me with nothing on but black, bikini panties and a black push-up bra; I was in my boxers. We had gotten to this point after twenty minutes of heavy mashing in the front seat of the model-A in the bar parking lot, a slow ride home full of even more surprises, and a loud, laughing entrance through my front door. I think we may have even frightened the squirrels. Poor, innocent beasts that they were.

				Her black outfits had made her look thinner than she was, and less curvaceous. We kissed again, her full breasts rising against my chest when she put her arms around my neck. Why had I thought her so slinky? I pulled down the panties, and she grabbed me through the boxers. We would make history tonight.

			

			
				Lying in bed next to her, I was too anxious for what I had waited so long for. She didn’t have to tell me to slow down; I was able to catch myself. It had been quite a while since I had been this worked up over a woman, and I couldn’t get enough of her. Nor she of me. 

				“You’re awfully quiet. Are you always like this?” she said.

				We were lying silently, side by side. I wanted a cigarette really badly, but I wasn’t ready to chew the gum in this position. 

				“I guess. I think you made enough noise for the both of us.”

				She looked for something to throw at me.

				“We need to get away together. OK?”

				“Sure, but where should we go, Lansing, the capital city?”

				She hit me lightly in the ribs.

				“OK, Where really Ms. Connors?” I said rolling on my side to look at her

				“You better come up with something, Mr. Livingstone. You better.”

				My cell phone began to chime; I had reset the ring sound to “La Cucaracha.”

				“Ooh, cha cha,cha,” said Beth, rolling on her back.

				Of course, it was Mr. Randolph calling back. I tried to be polite considering the circumstances. After a few opening exchanges, the conversation raised to a more interesting level. I sat up on the side of the bed and listened as he recounted what he had seen in the park on the night of the murder. I listened intently, and then made an appointment to meet him in the morning at ten. He was going to show me places where he had seen events transpire that sounded like they were connected with the murder. I punched off with my head spinning.

				“New stuff,” she said from her side of the bed.

				“Two cars. He saw two cars leave the park around midnight.”

				“God, why didn’t he tell the police?”

				“He knew the murder was on the other side of the river, and didn’t think there was a connection. Besides they didn’t ask.”

				“Great work by the detectives.”

				“I know. But if we would have told them The Doctor’s theories the next day, they wouldn’t have listened. And probably made a standing joke about it.”

				“I’m glad we’re going to travel somewhere. You will work on something, right?”

				“Yeah, and you were right about one thing.”

				“What’s that?”

				“I know how to cha cha,” I said rolling back into bed. Time for dance lessons.

			

			
				



			

	





				Chapter Thirty


				James Randolph was a spry eighty-two years old. He punched open the push-button padlock on his backyard gate, and poured out details of his many jobs in the Detroit auto industry, first at some small auto-related machine shops, then to larger operations, and finally to many years, until retirement, at the massive Detroit Diesel complex in Dearborn.

				“I know, it’s overkill,” he said nodding at the lock. “Habit from down in Royal Oak. You know how it is.”

				I knew about locking doors in big cities, and I knew the north Detroit area. And east, west, and down river. Just places to visit for me now to see old friends or family. Moving up to northern Michigan had been the only direction for me to go.

				“We have to walk out this way for a little bit,” he said, as I followed across his backyard.

				His lot bordered the park land on the far side of the power plant, past the gate and the end of the entrance road. We walked out to a spot just around a clump of trees, which, I supposed, was about fifty yards from the area where the murder had been committed. We stopped, and I listened intently while he recounted his story.

				“It must have been not too long after midnight because I’d gone to bed after the eleven o’clock local news and a little bit of The Tonight Show. I’ve been having a lot of trouble sleeping since my wife died two years ago. You know, fall asleep, wake-up for a while, and fall asleep again. But that night I couldn’t get to sleep at all. I keep the windows open at night, so I can hear the soft sounds of the park at night. That’s one of the reasons we bought this place when I retired; it was a small-town place in the city with the sounds of the country.”

				“I know what you mean,” I said liking this man immensely.

				“So I hear these automobile sounds which are really out of place in this area at night. The road is closed, you know. Then I hear car doors shutting and, maybe, then some voices. I’m not sure because they weren’t loud. At this point I’m up and pulling on some shorts because I think it’s some kids gonna raise hell or something. I grab my flashlight and go through the gate just like we did today. Then I get to this spot where we are now, and I see outlines of two cars and some people.

				“How many people?”

				“Three, maybe four. Just standing there talking I guess. See, I was still thinking they were kids who were going to get wild or something. But that was it.”

			

			
				“Three or four. Were they all men?”

				“There was a woman. I think. I know I could see long hair on one figure.”

				“Really, a woman.”

				“Well, she, or he, was taller with long hair.”

				“It could have been a man?”

				“Three or four. One with long hair.”

				“Then what happened?”

				“They were walking around a little. I couldn’t see real well except where they had parked the cars. After a few minutes they got back into the cars, turned around, and drove away.”

				“Drove out the same way they came in?”

				“Only one way in, Mr. Livingstone.”

				“Yes, of course.”

				“Could you tell what the cars were?”

				“One was a what do you call them, four wheel deals?”

				“SUV?”

				“Yes, SUV. And the other was a sedan. Both dark. That’s about all there was to it. So you really think there could be some connection to the murder? I really thought they were kids out to party up till now, but, when I think of it, it’s kind of funny that they didn’t make any noise or stay long.”

				“It is, Mr. Randolph. It is. Anything else? Anything else about the way the figures looked or moved that you can remember?”

				“Now that you put it that way, there was one thing. One of them had on real baggy pants or something?”

				I paused for a moment.

				“Baggy? Maybe like fishing waders?”

				“Yes, waders. Could have been. I never thought of that. ”

				I was thinking about why the cops never listened to The Doctor.

				“Oh, the body, poor girl, was found on the other side. God, I hope you catch those bastards.”

				Once again, I admired this man.

				I had left Beth at four a.m., gotten up at eight-thirty, and finished talking to Mr. Randolph at just after eleven. I was supposed to meet Cynthia at the Perry at about noon, so I had a little time to squander. I decided to stop by and check on The Doctor; he would probably just be waking up. I pressed the downstairs, entry door buzzer, and the door opened without any communication. I looked up. Not only was he up, he was watching me from the balcony. When I reached the apartment, the door was ajar. I walked in and saw him sitting on the balcony glued to the binoculars again.

			

			
				“Well, if it isn’t the peeping Doctor.”

				“Left kind of early last night. Where did you go?” he said continuing to peer out at something.

				I ignored the question and started filling him in on Mr. Randolph’s account, the suspected waders, the three or four people, the two vehicles, and the long hair.

				“Three or four in two, long hair, huh.”

				I was beginning to think there really was glue on the ends of the eyepieces.

				“What are you talking about?”

				“Talked to Tommy D. this morning already. He says you’re an asshole, but I eased things over for you.”

				“Oh good.”

				“And I told them about the Cessna, Arco Corporation, and my theories. He called me back and said the men flew it into Pellston this morning. So he sent a couple guys to stake it out up there, and there are a couple guys on Beaver Island that will watch what goes on when they get back.”

				“They’re really listening to you?”

				“Yeah, scary isn’t it?”

				“Very scary.”

				“She’s done,” he said, lowering the binoculars.

				“She? Is done?” I said, looking out for a clue.

				“With her aerobics.”

				Some things were better off if they were dropped. I didn’t know if he was kidding or not, but I was concerned what our prime suspects were up to. I said a hasty good-bye and headed back to the house for my gun. On the way, I called Tommy D. hoping he would talk to me. 

				Apparently he had decided to let it go because he talked normally. Yes, there were two officers on their way to Pellston, and yes, the Beaver Island authorities had been alerted. Unfortunately, there were no officers left to watch over Cynthia and Tom McKenzie. I almost lost it again and had to check myself. Instead, I gave Tom a polite goodbye and pushed down the accelerator pedal like I was stepping on a poisonous spider.

				Arriving down the street from the Perry, I bolted from the car wearing a light sport coat over my polo shirt. The semi rested in the inside pocket. It was ten to twelve and the lunch crowd was in full force, filling the parking lot, milling about on the front sidewalk and in front of the main doors. No sign of the New Yorkers.

				I squeezed my way in through the front doors into the crowded lobby. Still no Cynthia or Tom. Where were the baggage handlers? Not many check-ins right now. I headed toward the hotel phone and punched in her room. Her voice on the other end was a consolation.

			

			
				“Where are you? I can’t keep my eyes open for some reason. I’m glad Tom is driving.”

				“I’m downstairs. Where’s Tom?”

				“In his room or down at the car. What’s the matter? What’s going on?”

				“Nothing, I hope. Stay in the room until I come to get you and be ready to go. I’m going to find Tom.”

				I think she muttered something before I hung up, but I was a bit frantic. I headed toward the side door to the parking lot past the eyes of some of the hotel personnel, including two baggage handlers who were busy helping with dining room furniture. I stared intently at the first, a tall, skinny kid who had no reaction, but the second took the bait. He returned a look with a pair of cold, wide-open, blue eyes, on an expressionless face. I needed to find Tom right away.

				I knew it was way too crowded for the henchman to make any kind of dumb move involving muscle or guns. Emerging from the side doors, I saw Tom in the parking lot shutting the trunk on the car. I started to walk toward him, but stopped after I caught sight of a black Explorer parked on the street bordering the lot. There was some movement behind the tinted glass. I swallowed my heart and walked out toward Tom, pretending not to be aware of whoever was in the vehicle.

				“Just about ready to go, Rob,” he said nonchalantly.

				“I gather that Tom. Going back inside?”

				We shared a few more innocuous comments as we walked back into the safety of the busy hotel. My mind was racing. I quickly supplied Tom with the details and told him to get Cynthia and meet me in front of the main doors. I visually searched the lobby for the baggage handlers as he left in a rush. Finally spotting them out near the main door, I approached with Tom’s keys and a five dollar bill dangling out in front of me.

				“Would one of you move the black Lincoln in the back lot to the front doors please?”

				The tall kid immediately reached out, but our friend, the mongrel, snatched them away. “Seniority Steve,” he said to the kid giving me the phoniest smile I had seen since my days in Atlanta interviewing the strip club owners about graft.

				I moved into the hot sunlight in front of the hotel and started walking towards my car, watching for the Explorer. I eased into the Model-A, threw it into gear and swerved out, so I was double parked right in front of the main doors. Soon, the rental car was directly in back of me.

				I hopped out showing my teeth in a false smile of my own.

				“Another hot one today. Here they come now with more baggage,” I said seeing Tom carrying some of Cynthia’s bags, followed by the lady herself. 

				The handler twitched a bit as he took the bags and then looked down the street. The only cars I saw were a Mustang convertible and a small sedan.

				I had given Tom the directions to highway 131 towards the Traverse City airport, and had told him I would follow closely until I thought we were rid of our new buddies. I helped Cynthia set the GPS on her cell phone. She managed a tight squeeze of my hand before disappearing into the Lincoln.

			

			
				Soon we were riding through the gaslight district on Mitchell Street. I was checking the rearview mirrors, but couldn’t pick up any sign of the black SUV. We were headed out of town on 131 ascending the big hill with the Best Western on our right when I thought I saw a high, boxy black vehicle about a quarter mile back. Further down the highway, after the traffic had thinned out a bit, my suspicions were confirmed: it was a three car caravan.

			

			
				



			

	





				Chapter Thirty-One


				We had just passed some scenic vistas of Walloon Lake, where the Hemingway cottage, Windemere, still stood on the west shore, when I noticed the all-too-familiar, black vehicle moving closer to us. The driver was flooring the accelerator because the SUV appeared to be approaching my rear end like I was in slow motion. I reached for the gun, and, at the same time, braced myself for a collision, which seemed to be inevitable. Holding the steering wheel tightly, I looked ahead expecting the worst.

				Instead, to my left, I saw the Explorer passing me in the opposing traffic lane on the empty, mid-day, two-lane highway. There was no hesitating now; we were under siege. I punched the driver’s window open, gripped the semi tightly, and took a shot down at the back tires of the SUV. It was all I could manage. I heard a distant sound of a ping on metal and the machine continued on. I had done no damage. So much for the membership in Sharp Shooters Unlimited.

				I looked directly ahead again. Evidently, Tom had been watching the action and had given the Lincoln the gas, outdistancing both the Explorer and the Model-A. I thanked my hometown designers for the return of the muscle car.

				The SUV had pulled into our lane in front of me. I was staring intently ahead when I saw an arm emerge from the passenger side window. And then a gun in a hand. And it wasn’t pointed back at me.

				Sometimes you thought back on the past and wondered if you did the right thing or not. I knew I would be reflecting in the future about what was in my head right now. I pressed the throttle like a NASCAR wannabe.

				There must have been some cars ahead driving the speed limit because both the Lincoln and Explorer showed flashing brake lights. I could see a line of approaching cars not allowing Tom to go around whatever was ahead. I had to make this good. I stretched my left arm out of the window, pointing the gun straight ahead at the back of the Explorer which was again beginning to pull away from me. I fired three, quick shots.

				In an instantaneous succession of events, I watched the back window of the SUV shatter in all directions, the vehicle suddenly slow considerably, swerve off onto the shoulder of the road, and then slide down the slight incline, finally coming to rest against a farm fence. I slunk down in the seat a bit as I pumped the brakes and passed, but there were no shots that came my way. I didn’t look back, but floored it again to see if I could reach the now distant Lincoln.

			

			
				It was a good five minutes before I finally saw the back of Tom’s rental car, once again at the end of a line unable to pass because of oncoming cars. I got to within viewing distance and switched on my emergency lights. Soon, I saw the Lincoln’s emergencies mirror mine. I turned off mine and pulled on the right turn signal. Once again Tom imitated me. He hung a right on a gravel road which headed toward a hill. I followed him, caught up and passed, continuing up and over the hill until we were out of sight of the main road.

				I stopped the Accord, got out, and stood in the middle of the road, watching the Lincoln approach me.

				“You all right?” I said, first looking Tom in the face, then past him at Cynthia.

				“They were shooting at us, Rob!” she said still disbelieving. “What happened? I saw the black thing go off the road and then downhill or something.”

				“I think I must have hit the driver. That’s the only thing I can think of.”

				“I think they hit our car somewhere. We heard something,” Tom said, getting out.

				Cynthia stretched over and looked up at me. “Are you OK?”

				“Yeah, they weren’t shooting at me.”

				“Damn. Well, it could be worse,” said Tom examining the back of the car. “I think we’ll be buying a new bumper. What should we tell the rent-a-car guy?”

				“Tell him you’ll replace it,” I said. 

				We drove cautiously back out to highway 131. There was no sign of the bad guys, so I sent them on their way to the Cherry City Airport in Traverse City, promising Cynthia I would be calling and sending her an e-mail soon. 

				Deliberately and slowly, I proceeded back towards Petoskey peering down at the warm, silent gun lying on the seat next to me. The road was clear of traffic in both directions. I raised the window and turned up the air conditioning. I was going about forty-five watching for the dreaded black vehicle, and considering what I would do if I saw it pass me. 

				I approached the place where they had run off the road, with my eyes glued to the shoulder now on my left. The car was gone. I checked both directions for cars; the road was still empty. Doing a U-turn, I pulled off on the shoulder where the tracks led through the tall grass.

				I got out of the car, still looking around in all directions, and followed the car tracks down to the fence. There was blood on the ground. And the car had been turned and headed back towards the road. I grabbed my phone and punched up Cynthia. She answered in a weak voice saying they were still cruising along with no sign of the dreaded vehicle. I followed the tracks back to the highway. Apparently they had gone in the direction of Petoskey.

				There were two calls I had to make right away. I punched in the county mounty’s office and Tommy D’s extension. I gave him all the details of the chase, the hit, and the getaway. He said he would alert the hospital and the medical clinics, and call the state boys for a vehicle watch.

			

			
				“Where do you think they’ll head at this point, Rob? Back to the airport in Pellston?”

				“Sounds logical to me. If only I had let you know a little earlier.”

				“Yeah, don’t blame yourself. I guess we’re going to have to take that wild-eyed partner of yours more seriously.”

				“Not a bad idea, Tom.”

				I set down the phone next to the gun on the passenger seat. The semi was still hot. My eyes were darting back and forth to the sides of the road watching for the Explorer. The road ahead was still devoid of traffic with an occasional farm pick-up or car full of tourists passing. I grabbed the phone and punched up The Doctor’s number, but he wasn’t answering.

				“What the hell,” I said aloud thinking about where he could be. I left a short message with a few expletives to make my point. About a minute later I heard the cockroach song chiming out.

				“What’s going on? How come you’re not answering?”

				There was dead air at the other end of line.

				“Chris came home for lunch.”

				First of all, Christine never had anything but a granola bar or yogurt for lunch, which she ate usually driving between appointments or showings. Secondly, he worked nights. I managed a quick “sorry,” and spouted out the details of our harrowing adventure like a hack crime writer. I finished with a rehash of the conversation I’d just had with Dantzinger. He told me to wait, and I listened to that dead air again. Then it was Christine who was frantically spouting at me.

				“Oh my God, Rob. You fired your gun? You hit somebody?”

				I settled her down and rambled on again. The Doctor took over, and we tried to decide what to do next.

				“I’ve had the binoculars on again this morning,” he began.

				This guy was something else; even with Christine there, he was watching some babe across the way workout. 

				“Did she finish?”

				“There’s no ‘she.’ It’s a ‘he,’ long hair, tall. Come on, Rob. I have been working on the case with these. You know, that from the third floor here a section of Spring Street is visible. One of the stores you can see is the front of that imports place that I had you stake out. I’ve been in there.”

				“I’m listening.”

				“They have more than just that cheaper stuff now. There is a whole section of Asian antiques: Chinese, Korean, and Japanese. Big chests and everything. Anyway, he doesn’t own it, but the manager there is a tall guy with long hair.”

			

			
				“So you think this is our long-haired murderer?”

				“Probably. Listen, the day before I had the wrestling match I saw him out there in front sweeping the sidewalk in front of the door, and these two imported suits walked up to him and started talking with him like they knew each other. Then they went into the store. Rob, one of those guys was your buddy, the big Bay Harbor developer.”

				“Chuck Stevens. So what? Maybe he owns the place.”

				“He does, along with a whole lot of other stuff. I did a background check of his affiliations too, and guess what I found? Associate member of Arco Corporation.”

				“What”

				“I know, and just a few minutes ago our manager raced out the front door and drove off in a car like a man on a mission.”

				This was a lot of stuff for me to process so quickly. I was still in a mild panic from the car chase, and I wasn’t sure what to do next. So now we had a local connection. But what interest had a real estate mogul in the Hemingway manuscripts? Wouldn’t they be just chump change for a multi-millionaire? I was still lost. I was nearing the city limits, so I broke out of my daze.

				“What do we do now?” I said seeking a direction to steer the model-A.

				“One of us needs to get to Pellston and make sure the cops know what they’re looking for. I think that’s you; I gotta work tonight. I found an address for Mr. Stevens, that place you described when you had followed him. I think I’ll go and cruise his neighborhood. Maybe stop off at the big boy’s place and invite myself in.”

				“All right. But he’s probably got every alarm system you can imagine. Watch your back.”

				“A new challenge presents itself every day. You good though?”

				“Hey, the rest of the day has to get better, right?” I said breathing deeply.

				Passing through the city, I pulled into convenience store thinking about buying a pack of cigarettes and chain smoking them until I got to the Pellston Airport. I was half a dozen steps from the car before I checked myself, went back to it, and got another piece of that mint gum. I went into the store and bought myself a health food lunch for the ride to Pellston: a twenty-ounce Coke and a big bag of Nacho Cheese Doritos. I was alive and I wanted to stay that way for a while.

			

			
				



			

	





				Chapter Thirty-Two


				I was sitting in the back seat of the unmarked, state police car at the Pellston Regional Airport with Officers Dillon, who I had just met, but already given a nickname to, and my old buddy Officer Bukowski, who sat behind the steering wheel continuously talking about his separation and divorce like it was the most interesting thing in the world. Every time he said something about “her getting the big D,” he further reinforced his new name. Officer Boring, a.k.a. Dillon, was also not interested in the marital strife, but rather in the intricate details of solving the problems of the Detroit Lions, a team that, according to him, was hard to watch. I thought more about hard to listen to.

				I had talked to Cynthia just before she and Tom had gotten on the plane for New York, and I had eaten so many Doritos for lunch that the queasy stomach I had developed after the chase had turned to acid indigestion. The Accord was parked inside a hangar hidden from view, and we were situated just inside of the landing area about a hundred yards from Arco Corp’s Cessna Turbo Skylane, a slick, flying machine. There had been no sign of the thugs all afternoon, and the sun was making its final statements of light with some brilliant pinks and oranges.

				I decided to give The Doctor a call at the bar to see what he had found out about that Stevens character. I had been trying to make some sense of the new information and how it all related to the Hemingway manuscripts. Evidently, this whole thing was not about either real estate or publishing.

				“It’s almost dark, and no sign of anybody here yet. Find out anything interesting?”

				The Doctor was talking to customers and listening at the same time. He had me on hold for at least half a minute. “Yeah, we drove by the palatial mansion in that exclusive development in Bay Harbor. You know, where our boy Chuck lives.”

				“Anybody around?”

				“It was deserted territory. Anyway, nothing going on there, no one home. So I parked down the street , and then we got in with the bar magnets.”

				The Doctor had a set of magnets that he used to gain entry to a house set up with magnetic burglar alarms. First, a very thin one was used while the lock was picked, and then, successively bigger up to the ten-inch bar, which allowed him access. Usually, on his way out, he intentionally set-off the alarm before leaving. He then quickly moved the truck to a place where he could watch the security and cop cars ride by.

			

			
				“Then we drove over to his real estate office, and I pretended I was interested in some inland lake property. He wasn’t around at all.”

				“So what did you find inside the house?”

				“That guy has a lot of fancy stuff. And a lot of Asian antiques. I could walk all over because there were no motion detectors. Not a high crime area, I guess. I found an office with a computer, but he had most of the programs pretty well locked up with passwords. I was able to check the internet history though.”

				“And.”

				“And, either the guy is a fanatic on Asian antiques or more interested in what they could hold inside.”

				“So he is a smuggler of some sort?”

				“Come on Rob. This is the imports business. Wouldn’t be a big surprise, would it?”

				“You’re right,” I said wondering about my intellectual capacity.

				“One more thing. Did you know there was a Hemingway Society in Japan?”

				“Really,” I said, drawing out the word.

				“Two and two is four, Rob.”

				“So what are you thinking?”

				“I’m not sure about the details, but I do know that Old Chuckie has got to be behind all of this. And if nothing obvious is in the house or at the office, he’s got some other exclusive place hidden away somewhere on the coast or even on the islands.”

				“On the islands?”

				I said it so loudly that Dull and Boring turned around simultaneously.

				“Shit. I’ll call you back,” I said opening the car door. “Hold down the fort, guys. 

				Got to go check something.”

				I walked out of the open hangar door towards the new multi-million dollar terminal which housed the airport offices and the control tower. Then I started to jog. Now was as good a time as any to start my exercise program. I reached the main entry door somewhat out of breath and headed through the rustic lobby for the airport office.

				The entire terminal, including the lobby, resembled a nuevo-riche, hunting lodge rather than an airport terminal. Stuffed game animals and fish were everywhere, and the middle of the enormous room was set off by a massive, field-stone fireplace. I ran up the knotty pine staircase passing two stuffed whitetail deer standing at the base. I was thinking about taking up the lucrative, taxidermy business, but, by the time I reached the second floor, I had regained my senses. 

				“Evening. Think I could take a look at that flight log again?” I said to the airport manager still on duty. “Long day?” I said, glancing over the departures.

				“No, just my regular shift.”

			

			
				He was saying something, but I wasn’t really listening. Right in front of me with a five-thirty-five departure was another Cessna, owner: Futureview Imports. The manager indicated it had been in Hangar G at the far end of the strip. How had I missed something so obvious? I walked in a slow, hesitant manner back to the cruiser. I realized I should be introducing myself to the officers as Investigator Dumb. I realized I was in need of some peace of mind and sleep. I gave the boys the details and headed back to the Model-A. I looked back and saw Officer Butowski on the phone, presumably to Tommy D.

				On the long, dark drive back to town, I called The Doctor back. He wasn’t very happy to hear the news, but had some other information. “They found Samantha Moore’s car. Six feet of water at the west end of Burt Lake near the public access. You know how deep and big that lake is. Almost think you’re on Lake Michigan standing on the west shore. Got it back at the crime lab already checking it with a fine-tooth comb. Maybe the hoods weren’t too careful.” Burt Lake was one of the gigantic inland lakes left behind by melting glaciers near the top of Michigan’s lower peninsula.

				“Yeah, let’s hope so. What’s the story on this Stevens guy anyway? It doesn’t make sense that all this would be going on for the manuscripts.”

				“You got that right, Mr. Detective. No, must be a front for something. We know he’s got two planes. Maybe he’s flying back and forth across the borders on ‘important business’ and carrying some light cargo.”

				“Drugs?”

				“Why not? It’s the perfect cover: small towns, small airports, and respectable business. Rich underworld connections wouldn’t be noticed.”

				“But the manuscripts?”

				“Not sure about that.”

				My mind was so fried, I could relate. I punched off and turned on the radio to keep awake. “Tell Me Something Good,” a familiar cut that I had heard The Doctor singing the other day warmed me like a cozy flame in a fireplace. I thanked Rufus and Chaka Kahn. 

				Passing first Brutus Road, which dead-ended at Burt Lake after a short two mile run, and then Highway 68, I thought about the car and if anything would surface from it. I called Tommy D.

				“Yeah, the boys told me about the flight and that you two suspect this Chuck Stevens,” he said. “Well, I got to hand it to you. We just put out an all-points bulletin on that character. We’re sending a plane over there to the island tonight with my boys and two state guys. His plane landed and the guys over there didn’t realize either. They’ve got to be on the island. So you were right.”

				I knew there was more. It had to be from the car.

				“Found a printed copy of an e-mail in the glove compartment of the dead girl’s car still intact and readable. It was from Stevens to Samantha Moore detailing directions to the park meeting spot, the time, and lots of stuff about the deal they were going to make. Looks like she picked the wrong guy to make a deal with.”

			

			
				Sometimes the truth was hard to take, and sometimes it changed reality. This case had been a rouse from the beginning, full of characters with fake id’s, false intentions, and felonious leads. I drove past the antique and craft shops of Alanson on the last leg of the trip back to the house. The windows of the doll museum were crammed full of old puppets, stuffed animals and, of course, dolls in every shape and size. It had been a must stop in the past, Cherie’s favorite. I was glad I was almost home for the night, and even happier the cops knew the score and who they were after. I didn’t know how it would all end. Hopefully, there would be no island getaway tomorrow. 

				The lights from both sides of Crooked Lake reflected calmly off of the water as the highway pushed in along the irregular shoreline of the apply-named body of water. I saw the lights of the Crooked Lake Inn, a renovated, small resort from the forties, in the distance on my left. Nearing the structure, I could see the parking lot was crammed with an assortment of vehicles from pricey sports cars to old, rusted pick-ups. 

				Of course, it was the place to be on a Thursday night for the local singles’ crowd. The idea of half-priced drinks, body-thumping sound system, and a local disc jockey that played both old and new dance favorites had made it an instant success. I thought about stopping for a tall draft, listening to some good classic rock, and maybe bringing out the old air guitar to play along. I stopped in the highway with my left signal blinking, waiting for the car approaching from the opposite direction with its right signal winking at me. I watched zombie-like as the black Mustang swerved quickly into the parking lot. Before I made the turn I came to my senses. The driver was Chuck Stevens.

			

			
				



			

	





				Chapter Thirty-Three


				Sometimes truth is stranger than fiction. And coincidence is stranger than truth. Why nasty Chuck had turned up right in front of my eyes was beyond belief. It was clear that he was unaware of the upcoming manhunt. I consider apprehending him myself for about three seconds, and then decided as soon as I could find him in the bar I would call Tommy D. I would keep a watch on him while the state boys circled in. 

				My eyes began to open wider as I approached the front door. Maybe it was the anticipation of being in a room of dancing people after sitting behind Dull and Boring in a police cruiser for a good six hours. Maybe the apprehension of Chuck would get crazy. Regardless, I pulled open the front door and went head first into the after-midnight celebration of Thirsty Thursday.

				The giant dance-floor speakers shook my bones as I snaked my way along the edge of the large room though groups of people who were standing, drinking, laughing, and dancing in place. Some new, hip-hop number was playing, and only a dozen and a half people were showing their latest moves, leaving most of the dance floor open. The periphery was a mass of humanity: some seated, some leaning, some moving around; it would be hard to find Chuck’s face without being too obvious. Finally reaching the end of the bar, I found a place to lean and waited to order, occasionally raising my hand and trying to catch one of the bartenders’ eyes.

				Minutes later, I was taking my third long sip from the eighteen ounce draft when I felt the gun, which was still in the inside jacket pocket, bunch up against the edge of the bar. When I had entered, the young college kid at the door hadn’t been looking for anything except ID’s and maybe an obvious sawed-off shotgun. I thought I wouldn’t be long, so I pulled up the zipper a little higher, eyeballing the crowd and thinking about the night with Beth. The alcohol was starting to work.

				The deejay was a master at stirring up the crowd because, after a slower song, he reached into the oldies, crowd-pleaser bag and pulled out “I Fought the Law.” Within twenty seconds of the opening drum beats, guitar chords, and opening phrase, masses of people maneuvered toward the dance floor, mesmerized like lemmings. 

				Women in groups of three or four began shaking together, mouthing the lyrics like they were the national anthem. Soon the timbers of the huge, old structure shook with nearly a hundred crowding the floorboards. The people who remained along the edges of the floor, most sitting at tables, were suddenly more visible.

			

			
				For a moment I thought I saw Beth sitting at one of the tables with a man and a blonde woman. Same hair. But when she turned to the side, I saw she was nowhere near as pretty. I looked away dreaming again and then froze my glance at some of the glasses hanging upside down over the bar. I knew I was tired and had experienced one of the toughest days of my life, but I needed to quickly look back again at the people sitting at that table, without showing any expression.

				I faked dropping something on the floor, first looked down, and then up at the group, straight into the eyes of the man at the table. Straight into the dark, beady eyes of Chuck Stevens. I looked away quickly feeling my jacket again for security and wondered what in the hell I was going to do next.

				Chuck solved that problem for me, standing up quickly and moving straight into the revelers towards the front door. Like any true crook, he knew a good guy when he saw one. I set down my beer, and made an equally quick move along the edge of the crowd in the same direction, knowing I could beat him to the door. Seeing this, he stopped in the middle of the floor, reversed directions, and headed towards the back of the building, soon disappearing through the kitchen door.

				I stopped on the edge of the dance floor, took out the cell, and punched Tommy D.’s number. If he was by the phone, it would be quicker than a call to the state police. I plugged my other ear with my index finger and started across the floor towards the kitchen door dodging dancers like a running back. Dantzinger answered on the second ring, and I shouted something that included the words: Chuck Stevens, Crooked Lake Inn, may be armed. By this time, I thought Stevens was probably out of the building ready to escape in his car, so I turned and did a shake-and-bake past a middle-aged, drunken woman doing a step from the seventies. I headed toward the vestibule at the front of the building.

				“We’re on the way. Don’t let him get into a vehicle. You got a gun? Use it to scare him if you need to.”

				Tommy D. was shouting commands.

				“We’re on the way, Rob. Don’t be stupid.”

				I was about as tense as a dizzy acrobat, but then he said something that put everything in perspective and calmed me.

				“Was that ‘I Fought the Law?’ God, I love that sound.”

				It was the only time that I have ever heard Tommy D. comment on music. I shook my head back and forth, pulled out the gun, and inched out the front door. The night air seemed cooler and damper than it had when I had entered. 

				I backed in tight against the building and scanned the lines of parked cars in both directions. It was fairly quiet outside, with only the sound of the tires of a car that had just passed on the nearly deserted highway and the pulsating sound of the bass speakers from inside the bar. Suddenly, about a hundred feet to the right, I saw a figure run across the lot from the side of the building toward the cars facing the highway. I heard the sound of a car door opening, and I darted in that direction, crouching, gun in hand.

			

			
				One of the first things The Doctor had told me about being a private detective was: my job was to detect, not protect. That was the job of the cops. But tonight I was protecting my rear end. I crouched down with my gun outstretched and ran slowly along the fronts of the vehicles parked next to the inn.

				I heard the starter of a car and saw Chuck’s Mustang wheeling out backwards like it was being driven by a stunt driver. I stood up and shot upward over the car twice. The car stopped its backward circle, and I saw Stevens whirl around in my direction with his hand outstretched. Three shots rang off of the cars parked in front of me as I dived into a prone position doing a reverse push-up.

				I waited for a few seconds, and then popped up quickly to see the Mustang starting to speed away. I squeezed off two more quick shots, this time aiming at the tires. I heard a loud pop and knew I had hit one. The convertible continued down the long parking lot toward the far entrance to the road, significantly laboring because of its right rear wheel. I peered out from between two cars and saw it sluggishly move out onto the highway. I put the gun down on the hood of a pick-up next to me and punched up Tommy D. again.

				“He’s in the black Mustang convertible headed north with only three good wheels,” I blurted as soon as I heard Dantzinger’s voice. “He’s armed. Took a couple shots at me.”

				“You OK, Robbie?” he said sounding like a big brother.

				I tried to say something, but all that came out were deep gasps of breath. He was gone for almost a half-minute before I heard his voice again.

				“OK, I got two state cars coming south on thirty-one from Alanson, and one of ours and a state car coming north from East Bay View, ASAP. We’ll take it from here. You go home. Been a long day.”

				I wasn’t going to stay home at this point.

				“Oh, and Rob,” he said before punching off, “Nice shot.”

				“Thanks Tom,” I managed to mutter, closing the phone and jogging toward the Accord. More exercise. This time it was helping to relax me a little. Just before jumping into the car, I heard ten seconds of Wicked Wilson Pickett singing the first few bars of “Mustang Sally.” 

				I thought momentarily of my friend Wesley Williams, The Doctor, and how he would harmonize along with one of his all-time favorite rhythm and blues songs. Then the irony of the moment overwhelmed me. I pulled the door open, and sank into the seat singing in a tense, dark mumble, “Ooh, you got to slow that Mustang down.” 

				Highway 31 was still barren of car lights except for the uneven tail lights of Chuck’s convertible which wasn’t too far ahead of me. It couldn’t have been more than a minute later that two sets of oncoming headlights suddenly appeared in the distance, followed quickly by two police flashers. Just as quickly the headlights went off, and I assumed the state boys were blockading the road. 

			

			
				Stevens’ brake lights soon followed. With forest bordering both sides of the road, there was nowhere else for the Mustang to go. It remained in the northbound lane. 

				I eased off the accelerator noticing two more police flashers in the rear view mirror. After they had passed me, I veered onto the shoulder and stopped, still quite a distance from the scene. I lowered my window to wait and listen. I watched the two cars that had passed me hit their brakes and cut their headlights.

				Soon, the drone of crickets and frogs was broken by several distant gun shots, maybe six or seven. Then just the drone again. It wasn’t long and I saw several sets of headlights come back on. I started the model-A and took it up to about thirty-five.

				Approaching the scene, I saw several officers standing around, and there was someone on the ground. Just before I stopped I recognized the large frame of Tommy D., who was looking in my direction? I exited the Model-A and walked slowly toward them.

				“Thought I told you to go home, Robbie,” said Dantzinger.

				“I never was too good with directions,” I said trying to get a peek at the figure on the ground.

				He noticed my interest. “Your buddy, Chuck, there is all right. Just got shot in the leg. EMT is on the way. We’re all OK, even though he got a little trigger happy.”

				I walked over to where I could see past the other officers and get a glimpse of Stevens’ face. His eyes were closed and he was holding the makeshift tourniquet on his leg with his left hand. Suddenly, sensing my presence, he opened his eyes and stared in my direction. A blank, dull expression from watery eyes.

				I turned and walked away quickly, managing a goodbye wave to Tommy D. I moved toward the Accord like a caveman. I felt like I had been awake since the dawn of civilization.

			

			
				



			

	





				Chapter Thirty-Four


				Recently, I remember reading somewhere that adults need six to nine hours of sleep a night to live a long life, no more, no less. After the escapades of yesterday, the prospect that I had shortened my life a bit was something that I’ll have to live with. Emphasis on live, as in alive.

				We were above Lake Michigan and below the clouds flying in Jim Smith’s Piper Cub on our way to Beaver Island. The Doctor had roused me by phone at four-thirty, picked me up at five, and pushed me into the plane by six-thirty. 

				We had been in constant contact with Tommy D. and Chief Detective Warren from the state police who had set up two plane stakeouts: one at Pellston and one at the Beaver Island Airport, where they had identified the Cessna belonging to Futureview Imports. The state boys had sent over four officers on the charter flight from Charlevoix expecting the hard-working employees of Arco Corporation to be on the island. Up to the time we had left the ground, no one had showed at either site.

				“See, that’s Hog Island and then Garden Island is behind it,” said The Doctor pointing down at two of the islands of the Beaver Island Archipelago. “Obviously, there’s Beaver. Then High, Trout, Squaw, and Whiskey are beyond it.”

				“I hear there’s an opening for a tour guide on the City of Petoskey mini-bus tour,” I said, still trying to adjust to the blinding light from the new sun all around us.

				“I think he should start up a guide service. Don’t you, Rob?” said Jim.

				“Jealous. You guys are just jealous,” said The Doctor who was acting like a twelve-year-old on his first trip to Disney World.

				I was back to thinking about this case and wondering if this was the future for the partnership. Maybe I should just stick with writing. After all, the Free Press column was pretty lucrative, and I was getting lots of great reviews in letters from across the state. I could do a little freelancing, maybe another speaking tour. Yesterday’s events had scared the shit out of me. This was the stuff I was trying to avoid by coming north. When I’d met The Doctor, he’d talked about insurance fraud, cheating husbands, and missing persons, not murder in the prime degree. 

				We were approaching the edge of Beaver Island, and I could see the small, natural bay which was the harbor of St. James, the only town on the island. A sparse line of buildings clustered on the main road which circled the bay shore. The water was two distinct shades of blue: a lighter turquoise encompassed the shoreline while the deeper water was almost indigo. Further inland, streets perpendicular to the coastline ran toward the center of the island shaping the rest of the town. We were descending, and I could see the airport near the center of the large island.

			

			
				“I’d better give that Warren a call and tell him that it’s us landing,” said The Doctor, peering down and ahead.

				“Too late. I’ve got to talk to control,” said Jim.

				While he was putting away the phone, I caught sight of a vehicle moving from the side road on to the edge of the landing strip. At first, I thought it was some sort of a maintenance or baggage truck, but then, when it made a sharp turn and started driving directly down the landing strip, I knew we had some action going on.

				“What the hell,” said Jim.

				He began to talk to control and was about ready to abort the landing when the vehicle pulled off the strip heading for a stationary plane.

				“All right, we’re going down. I don’t know what…”

				I looked first at Jim, then directly down at the strip of land that we were quickly approaching. Not one, but two other vehicles had turned out onto the strip in pursuit of the first vehicle. It was clear to me at that point that it was the good guys chasing the bad guys. Jim pulled us up quickly, and we ascended back to a circling pattern above the airport. We watched as the first vehicle pulled up short of a stationary plane, followed by four tiny figures that emerged and headed for the aircraft. The other two cars spread out, with one heading directly into the suspected path of the plane. It was all a miniature action movie.

				“Dangerous situation,” said Jim repeating the control tower’s directive.

				We swooped upward and did a few circles, craning our necks from side to side trying to see and understand what was going on. Sooner than later, we could see many people out of the cars walking back and forth. We were cleared for landing in more ways than one. The Doctor and I coaxed Jim to taxi fairly near to the scene to let us off. 

				Approaching the scene, I could see four figures, one with long hair, leaning against the cars with hands behind their backs, cuffed. I recognized Office Bartowski who was holding a gun in his hand.

				The Doctor scrambled past me through the door, and I followed more slowly, the lack of sleep making me feel like I was in a dream. The Doctor was already talking to the officers when I approached.

				“Well, we finally did get some action, Mr. Livingstone. But you missed it all. The sweeties were kind enough not to fire their guns at us,” said Bartowski.

				“We’ve got permits for these guns. This is a bunch of fucking bullshit. Wait till the lawyers get involved in this.”

				The speaker was the import store manager, who I saw for the first time in the daylight. He was one of those guys with long hair that would have looked better in an army buzz, thin face with hollow cheeks and scraggly beard.

			

			
				“He’s not too polite, Mr. Livingstone,” said Bartowski.

				“I guess when you have all those foreign connections, you can talk anyway you want,” I said checking out the rest of the crew.

				“Guess you can. We’re on the phone with the bosses on the mainland. I think we’re gonna take ‘em back by boat. Safer that way.”

				“Makes sense to me,” I said looking at the other suspects, and noticing The Doctor talking to the one wearing a baseball cap over a protruding head bandage. There was a bit of a struggle, and I heard a few more oaths uttered, as The Doctor took something from him. They exchanged a few more pleasantries, and The Doctor walked back over towards us.

				“He’s the worst of the bunch, the one with the head wound,” said Bartowski.

				“Yeah, I don’t know what got him so freakin’ upset,” said The Doctor. “I just asked him if he hit his head, and then, to borrow a cigarette. Finishing a conversation we had the other day. It’s not for you, Rob,” he said holding it out in the palm of his hand.

				“Players.” 

				“Yeah. How about that?”

				I reached in my pants pocket for a piece of gum, quickly removed it from the wrapper, and popped it into my mouth. We walked away from the scene with a sense of satisfaction. I was starting to wake-up a little, and I felt like a little leaguer who had just gotten a hit to score the lead run.

				“How long before you need to go back?” I shouted toward Jim as we walked across the airport parking lot towards his island transportation, a rusted-out ninety-eight, Chevy truck.

				“I need a couple hours to take care of some stuff. Should I drop you off in town?”

				“Yeah. Let’s go get some breakfast.” 

				“And another cup of coffee. Right, Mr. Livingstone? “said The Doctor.

				“I wonder if I could get a beer with it,” I said, crunching the gum wrapper.

				“Why not? We’re not driving and we’re on island time now.”

			

			
				



			

	





				Chapter Thirty-Five


				I had flipped the lock on the door, taken a look inside, pulled it shut, and walked down the stairs away from the office of Omni Investigators. Maybe this would be the last time I would see the place, as a private detective. Taking on some other writing projects was sounding better to me every nanosecond. I was still weighing my options. Detective work was exciting, but I knew my nose wasn’t hard enough. Neither was my head. I wasn’t ready to have it tested for punches like The Doctor had. Now there was a guy with a hard head.

				He could do fine without me. I knew the new guy Stan would pick up the slack. I was kind of a slacker anyway. Too temperamental. Never figured the angles like The Doctor’s deductive mind. 

				I was still thinking about the name and phone number that was written on the sticky note in the middle of The Doctor’s desktop. It occurred to me that “Shelly” might be the tall, incommunicado friend of Julie’s that I had seen with her at Big Rock Point. I had no idea.

				I bounded down the stairs to the ground floor knowing I would have a good week to think about whether or not I would be the ex-detective. Our plane for New York was leaving from Traverse City at seven thirty-two tonight, so I was headed over to the cute couple’s apartment for an afternoon strategy session. I fell into the Model-A and took off with my left hand on the electric windows buttons. I rode up Spring Street with all four windows down, being cleansed by a wind off the bay straight from the center of Lake Michigan.

				Christine was staring at me as she spoke. “So let me get this straight. Chuck Stevens wanted the manuscripts to give to some Japanese multi-millionaire as a favor to boost his connection for more drug running. Like, his other businesses weren’t good enough? So then the manuscripts would just disappear off the face of the earth, and this guy could show them to all of his underworld buddies.”

				“Yes. The Doctor showed me all of these Japanese sites on the internet devoted to Papa Ernie,” I said noticing a cd whose cover proclaimed Stax/Volt hits.

				“He is, by far, the most popular foreign author of all time in Japan. And the cops were starting to sniff around that import business. Tommy D. said the state narcs were beginning to put two and two together anyway.” 

				“His days as a Bay Harbor big noise were dated,” said The Doctor, picking up the cd. “I shot a bunch of photos for an insurance case of workman’s compensation. The guy claimed his leg was permanently damaged at the Locklin plant when it was smashed between two metal plates, but I caught him doing some jobs around the yard at his house using that ‘damaged’ leg.”

			

			
				I was afraid he was going to start singing one of the sixties’ hits from the cd like “Hold On! I’m Coming” or “Knock on Wood,” but he remained quiet. “Open and shut, right? It’s nice to get back to this type of thing,” I said taking a deep breath.

				“Yes, but Rob,” said Christine, “You wouldn’t be flying to New York tonight with Beth, if we hadn’t gotten into this murder case. The power of suggestion, you know. You’ll be rubbing elbows with the Who’s Who, having drinks after dinner. Ooh…”

				She raised her voice to an exceedingly high pitch and caught me breaking a slight smile. I knew she was right.

				“OK, we’ve got to finish cleaning the kitchen,” she said.

				The Doctor and I reminisced about a few past cases while we helped straighten things up. I think he sensed I might want to quit the business. 

				“So they arrested and charged all four of those guys?” she said, as we stood crowded into the small room.

				“Yeah, except the long-haired import manager walked. They didn’t have anything directly on him.”

				“They will,” added The Doctor. “His last name is White, Rob. Sound familiar?”

				I paused for a moment, looking at him.

				“The blue piece of paper? So Samantha Moore had written his name before she was murdered?”

				“I guess. Anyway, the state police are all over the store right now. It’s just a matter of time.”

				“Sure,” I said. “And those two-bit thugs from New York matched some prints at both murder scenes, so they’re toast. Arco Corporation turned out to be a warehouse in Manhattan for an import distributor. I think there will be some major arrests across the country out of this. I guess the computer they seized from Stevens’ house was loaded with connections.”

				“So they weren’t bringing all kinds of drugs into town?” said Christine. “God, look at that guy.”

				She held out a picture of the man with a “bad” leg climbing a ladder to trim a tree.

				“Case closed,” said The Doctor.

				“No, this was just a stopping point. The whole set-up was lots of stops at small town airports, and then transfers to vans headed for the big cities. Stevens had the perfect set-up here, but he got a little too cocky.”

				“I guess,” she said. “Hey, did I tell you I’m selling a house to Julie for her mom? She’s really looking out for her family. That money from the manuscript sale will definitely make a difference in their lives.”

			

			
				We talked some more about the case, Julie, the connections, the particulars. We laughed at more of the pictures of the guy doing all kinds of work. I left early.

				Driving home I thought about taking Beth to New York City. It was about time. I wondered again if I would stay with Omni or just keep writing columns for the Free Press. I was thinking about going back out to Beaver Island for a “slice of life on the island” article when I got back.

				And I thought about the two high school boys that had stayed around town and grown into two very different men. One had made himself a multi-millionaire through playing the little guy for a chump, and another had worked hard for a little more than a chump’s change for all his life. But Tom Browne was a big man in my book, and Chuck Stevens was a tiny soul. And Tom would read a lot more about Chuck in the local papers, mostly about the length of his sentence. That would all be subject for another column I was thinking of calling “To Have and Have Not: The Story of Two Lives.” I figured I could borrow a bit more from Mr. Hemingway.

				Back at my house, I picked up the old, tan leather suitcase which was packed and standing near the front door, walked over and turned on the laptop to check my e-mail. I stood waiting and staring into space. Tomorrow I would be in Manhattan for a week. There would be no writing, no investigating, no car chases or being shot at, no detectives, no policeman, no squirrels. Just some unfinished business I needed to take care of. I looked over at the screen. Ray Jim had sent me a copy of a letter of praise from a sport boat captain in the Lake Huron coastal city of Cheboygan. The guy had ended with the phrase, “You tell it like it is.” All I could hear was The Doctor singing the chorus line to the seventies hit of the same name, repeated over and over. I turned off the computer and headed outside hoping it would stop.

				On the way to Beth’s house, I passed the Flap Jack Shack and headed down the coast road, glancing to my left at the hilltops to see if I could spot Just Greta’s house. When I caught a glimpse, I remembered the artist in the Grateful Dead t-shirt and thought about calling her when I got back. I sensed there was another story there. I turned up the radio and cleared my head of The Doctor’s voice. I felt more relaxed than I had at any time in the past two weeks. My hands were steady on the wheel, not twitching for another smoke. Soon we would be on our way to the airport in Traverse City. But right now there was a lady waiting in front of her house. She could sing to me anytime.
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