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      Willem stared at his new landscaping truck as he pulled the barn doors closed. The sliding doors clacked together and the lingering stench of his “biofuel slash fertilizer” washed over his face. Wincing and shaking his head, he turned away. Hard to believe he ever got used to that smell. The BFF was gone now. Sifted through and trucked out by investigators searching for bodies, fingers, teeth or any other evidence they could find. At least he got an empty barn out of the investigation.

      As he locked the padlock, the odor drifted away and his mind turned to happier thoughts. CJ’s confession and Peggy’s conviction brought him redemption in the community. No more whispers that he had killed his parents and his relationship with his brothers was on the mend. All but Wilbur. He hadn’t seen Wilbur since the shootout at the train yard. No point in trying to find him either. He’d restarted his landscaping business, and he and Cindy were happy for the first time since he could remember.

      Willem tugged hard on the padlock one last time. Keeping the barn locked and secure had become much more of a priority than it used to be. He wiped his hands on his jeans, slipped in a pinch of Skoal and moseyed over to his pickup, rubbing the scar on his right ear along the way. From a distance a horn blasted, bringing his thoughts back to the moment. He lowered his right hand, cocked his good ear towards the road and squinted to look down the long driveway.

      A rusted-out blue van with a TV antenna mast mounted to the roof eased into a left turn off the road and onto the driveway. The antenna mast, which was much too large for the vehicle and awkwardly welded to the top, teetered from side to side and caused the van to sway. The van wobbled itself upright as it picked up speed and hauled ass past the burned-down farmhouse.

      Murven bounced in the driver’s seat, flapping his hands around the steering wheel to compensate for the rocking. As he got closer to Willem’s pickup truck, he tapped the brakes, slowing the van in choppy lurches. Creaks and moans from the force of the antenna mast bobbing forward and back replaced the blast of the horn.

      Murven cranked down the window and poked his head out, shifting his eyes between the rearview mirror and the antenna mast while maneuvering the vehicle around to face back down the driveway. The van creaked to a stop, the antenna mast still swaying, and Murven grinned out the window at Willem, mimicking his own face painted on the side of the van under the words “Hey Murven!”

      The murder investigation and trials that followed launched Murven’s media career. Inspired by CJ and Peggy, Murven started his own YouTube channel. His reports were raw, unbiased, unedited and up to the minute. Murven promised no embellishment and no speculation in his reports. He was part investigative journalist and part “honest” paparazzi. “Honest” was Murven’s favorite buzzword. After his series on “honest surveillance,” he picked up a sponsorship from a spy gear and surveillance equipment company. He was designated the official spokesman on the condition that he would only promote gear he tested firsthand.

      Sales of spy gear skyrocketed within the trailer park community along with the divorce rate. His income from his media empire allowed him, Luna and their five boys to move into a double-wide trailer and keep their old single-wide right next door as his newsroom and studio. Life was good for the Holiday family.

      “Why don’t you answer your phone?” Murven said, glancing up at the antenna and back at Willem.

      “Can’t take a hint, can ya?” Willem placed his right hand on his truck’s door handle.

      Murven cocked his head to the right and looked at Willem. “You haven’t heard, have ya?”

      “Heard what?” Willem stuffed his hands in his pockets and sighed, sure Murven was going to launch into some trailer park gossip bullshit he just posted about on his YouTube channel.

      Exaggerating the pronunciation, Murven said, “Murder.”

      “You serious?” Willem studied Murven, trying to detect any bullshit.

      “As a heart attack.” Murven shifted into his reporter voice. “Ray Burns. Terry Bristol’s campaign manager. He was killed in his apartment over the drugstore in town.”

      “Am I a suspect?” Willem said, half serious.

      “Couldn’t tell ya.” Murven settled back into his normal voice. “I got a call from Bill Roberts. He told me to meet him down Two Forks Road. Said to bring you with me.”

      “What the hell?” Willem mumbled. No way he could be linked to Ray’s murder.

      “Bill’s waiting.” Murven revved his engine. “Follow me.”

      Willem swung himself into his truck and followed Murven down the driveway. Deputy Bill Roberts leaking information to Murven had to be big. After CJ’s trial, Sheriff Happy pissed off just about all of his deputies when he used his connections with the governor, Earle Huss, to have CJ committed to a general psychiatric hospital rather than the psychiatric ward of the state prison. Everyone in the county knew CJ was faking amnesia. CJ’s preferential treatment didn’t go over nearly as quietly as Happy had hoped. And of course Murven covered the story extensively and made sure to stoke the flames of anger throughout the county.

      The situation escalated within the sheriff’s department when Happy officially announced his support for Terry Bristol’s opponent, Duke Huss, son of the current governor, Earle Huss, in the upcoming governor election. Terry had the overwhelming support of most deputies and county government officials. The deputies rebelled by leaking information, “reverse tidbits” they called it, to Murven and doing anything that didn’t constitute an all-out mutiny or dereliction of duty. Bill Roberts, one of Happy’s most senior deputies, remained neutral in the ruckus and somewhat loyal to Happy. But maybe that had changed, and Willem had to find out for himself.

      Willem followed Murven down the windy country roads, smiling and shaking his head as he watched the van lean so far over through the curves it damn near toppled onto its side. Several miles past the county line, the brake lights flickered like strobe lights, the van teetered and tottered to an almost dead stop, and then turned off the paved road onto a gravel road. The vehicle picked up speed and straightened up right at the tree line—just in time for the antenna mast to get hung up in the trees—and jerked to a stop. Willem chuckled as he steered past the van and rolled to a stop.

      Murven popped out the passenger side door to avoid falling into the ditch next to his vehicle and jogged over to Willem’s truck. “I better ride with you,” Murven shouted as he approached. “Don’t wanna git hung up.” Murven yanked the passenger door open, jumped in and pulled the door shut, not taking his eyes off the antenna in the trees.

      “Man, you need to git rid of that thang,” Willem said. “It’s not even connected to anything, is it?”

      “Nah, but it gives me credibility.” Murven winked as he slipped in a pinch of dip.

      Willem and Murven bounced in their seats as the pickup crept down the narrow gravel road. The trees opened and a deputy vehicle came into view on the other side of a narrow bridge too small to drive over.

      “There’s Bill,” Willem said, pointing over his steering wheel. He killed the engine and nodded to Murven to get out. Willem scanned the surroundings and Murven dug in his pockets as they walked over the bridge to Bill.

      Bill Roberts leaned against the trunk of his car with his arms crossed, chewing on a toothpick. “You ain’t recording this, are ya, Murven?” Bill asked, pointing at Marvin with the wet end of his toothpick.

      “Hell no,” Murven said, raising his arms and twirling around, a pencil in one hand and a pocket-sized notebook in the other.

      “No remote devices?” Bill asked.

      Murven shook his head and bounced his eyebrows at Willem.

      Willem cracked a thin smile and said, “What’s going on, Bill?”

      “This is right up Murven’s alley.” Bill straightened up and adjusted his cowboy hat, switching the toothpick from the right side of his mouth to the left with his lips. “It’s convoluted and rooted in rumor and speculation.”

      Murven chuckled, flipped open his pocket notebook and licked the tip of his pen. “Just so you know, I only report the facts of rumors. Or the fact that there is a rumor, or⁠—”

      “Ray Burns,” Bill said, ignoring Murven. “The victim. Y’all know about him?” Bill shifted his eyes between Willem and Murven.

      “Yeah,” Murven said, “he was Terry’s campaign manager and worked for Terry’s dad way back when.”

      “Yep.” Bill rubbed his salt and pepper crew cut under his cowboy hat. “He managed Thurman Bristol’s car dealership back in the day. Y’all know much of the details about Thurman and his arrest?”

      “Not much really,” Willem said. “I know he got busted for running his gambling operation and died in prison. I remember my deddy hated his ass. That’s about it.”

      Murven nodded in agreement, keeping his eyes on his notebook.

      “Thurman was a piece of work. Hard as hell to take down,” Bill said. “He was damn good at keeping his clean businesses separate from his dirty ones.”

      “Excuse me, Bill,” Murven said, shaking out his wrist. “You sure I can’t record this? I can disguise your voice to make you sound like a robot or sumpin’.”

      “Shut up and listen,” Bill said, taking off his hat and tossing it onto the trunk of the squad car. “Thurman didn’t trust nobody. Hid his money so only he could find it. The prosecutors reckoned he had a shit load that the investigators never found.” Bill paused to look at Willem and Murven. “The name Vernon Boone ring a bell?”

      Willem shook his head and looked over at Murven, who was moving his mouth and writing at the same time. “Who’s he?” Willem asked, looking back at Bill.

      “According to rumor, Thurman created a fake identity, alter ego or whatever you wanna call it by the name of Vernon Boone. Thurman, in a kind of wink-wink, nudge-nudge deal with his criminal buddies, blamed all his misdeeds on Vernon Boone. His tales of how Vernon Boone was responsible for ever damn thang bad he did sparked rumors that Thurman used the name Vernon Boone to hide all his dirty money. Money that the government never did find. When Thurman died in prison so did the location of all his alleged Vernon Boone money. Story is if you can find Vernon Boone you can find Thurman’s hidden treasure.”

      “Sounds like bullshit to me,” Willem said.

      Murven looked up from his notebook, wide-eyed and grinning. “You mean like pirate treasure? Buried in a treasure chest? There some kinda map?”

      “Hell if I know,” Bill said. “Some of Thurman’s buddies and enemies looked for the Vernon Boone money for a while after his death but gave up years ago. Figured it was justa buncha Thurman’s bullshit. Thurman was known to spin all kinda tales.”

      “What’s this got to do with Ray gittin’ killed?” Willem asked.

      Bill spit his toothpick on the ground. “Ray Burns worked for Thurman at the car dealership. When Terry later sold the dealership, Ray stayed on as the manager for the new owners for years until Terry hired him to be his campaign manager.” Bill paused and pulled another toothpick out of his pocket.

      Willem and Murven looked on, waiting as Bill collected his thoughts.

      “So Ray winds up dead. Beat to shit like he was in some kinda altercation with somebody. We ain’t exactly sure about the cause of death just yet but it looks to be from a blow to his head.” Bill flicked the toothpick between his teeth. “We searched his room and found an ID with his picture and the name Vernon Boone.”

      “Holy shit,” Murven said, “Ray is Vernon Boone?”

      “Or pretending to be,” Willem said.

      Bill shrugged. “He had boxes of files in his apartment. Old bank documents and other stuff.”

      “I still don’t see what this has to do with me.” Willem crossed his arms and shook his head.

      “From what we can tell, he was investigating the fire at your parents place. He had the official police report and the transcript from your trial.”

      “What the hell for?” Willem said.

      “Couldn’t tell ya, but that’s not all.” Bill paused and looked Willem in the eye. “He had bank documents that connect your dad and Thurman Bristol.”

      “Connect how?” Willem said.

      “Financially. Through some bank accounts.” Bill snatched his cowboy hat off the trunk and walked to the driver’s side door. “We’re still investigating. Happy had to contact the State Bureau of Investigations since Terry may be involved and he’s running for governor and all.”

      “What does all this shit mean?” Willem asked.

      “It’s too early to say. I just wanted you to hear the facts first before any of this leaks.” Bill glanced at Murven and sank down into the driver’s seat. “Maybe this will lead to whoever killed your parents.”

      “Maybe,” Willem said. He stared at the ground, processing what he had just heard, spit and said, “Dang.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      CJ leaned back in his computer chair and shook his head. Murven of all people. The number one source of news in the county. A streak of jealousy pulsed through his body as he clicked play again on Murven’s Vernon Boone YouTube video. Despite his resentment, he had to admit ole Murven sure had a knack for whipping the townsfolk into a frenzy. The part where he made it sound like Thurman Bristol had a split personality named Vernon Boone who buried pirate treasure in town and all over the county was a real zinger. CJ could see it all in his mind. Locals with metal detectors and shovels digging up every inch of land in the county. Priceless.

      CJ wiggled up in his chair and clicked around on Murven’s YouTube channel. Leave it to Murven to miss the real story. Murven only mentioned Ray Burns’ murder in passing before shifting his story’s focus to Vernon Boone. The murder was likely to have a major impact on Terry Bristol’s campaign for governor. That was bad news for Terry but good news for CJ. If Terry wins the election he would most surely be transferred to the psychiatric ward of a state prison.

      CJ actually liked his new life in the psychiatric hospital. He had plenty of time to write his semi-autobiographical paranormal romance fantasy novel and his memoir of being possessed by demons. At times he wished he had discovered being insane and committed earlier in his writing career. Lots of the big names in literature had mental health issues. He hoped to leverage his insanity to get his books published. He didn’t have complete freedom—he was housed in the involuntary section of the psychiatric hospital which had some degree of security—but he had enough not to feel imprisoned. And though the strict routine could get monotonous, he managed to keep himself entertained. He grimaced at the thought of Terry taking his new life away from him.

      “Time to go, CJ.” Nolan, one of the hospital orderlies, stood in the computer room doorway, spinning his keychain.

      “But I still got five minutes of computer time,” CJ said, leaning in closer to the computer screen.

      “Doc Jackson wants to see you.” Nolan crossed his arms and attempted an intimidating stare. But his boyishly round face made him look more like a toddler pouting than a scary asylum guard.

      "Now?" CJ stretched as he stood up. “It’s late and he’s not on my schedule today.”

      Nolan stepped out of the doorway and waved CJ down the hall.

      CJ strolled past Nolan with a smile. Escape, if that’s what he wanted, would almost be too easy. Skinny, hunched over Nolan was really the only thing that stood between him and the outside world. But living life on the run would be way too much work and much too restrictive once he did get his big break as an author.

      "You know any thang about Vernon Boone?" Nolan asked, scurrying up behind CJ.

      “I mighta used ta have known sumpin'. Hard to say since I can't remember shit.” CJ tapped on his right temple.

      "Right," Nolan said with a nod. "The amnesia."

      CJ looked back over his left shoulder, grinned and gave Nolan a wink.

      Nolan nudged CJ to the side, fidgeted with his keys and unlocked the door leading to the therapeutic ward of the hospital. He stepped to the side, waited for CJ to walk by then pushed CJ between his shoulder blades just to demonstrate his authority.

      CJ stumbled a few steps and tightened his robe as he strolled to Doctor Jackson’s office. He let Nolan bully him out of kindness. He figured Nolan didn’t get much respect out in the real world. The least he could do was make Nolan feel important at his job. CJ pointed at Doctor Jackson’s name on the door, looked back at Nolan and rolled his eyes. He waited for Nolan to push his shoulder before knocking on the door.

      "Come in," Doctor Jackson hollered.

      CJ turned the doorknob, leaned forward and poked his head inside. "You're workin’ late, aren't ya?"

      “Sit down, CJ.” Doctor Jackson typed on his laptop without looking up.

      CJ slid down into an overly cushioned seat across from the doctor, watched and waited. Doctor Jackson never started talking right away.

      "So," Doctor Jackson said, closing his laptop. “What do you know about Vernon Boone?”

      CJ chuckled, "Uh, nuthin’, Doc."

      "Nothing about that name rings a bell?” Doctor Jackson locked his fingers together and rested them on his computer.

      CJ squinted as he watched the doctor shift in his seat. Doctor Jackson wasn't usually so anxious. CJ's leer turned into a smile. "You're tryin’ to milk me for information, aren't ya?”

      "Don't be ridiculous.” Doctor Jackson pushed away from his desk and crossed his arms.

      "No, you are. You wanna go after the Vernon Boone money." CJ laughed and kicked his feet up on the desk. "Mm, mm, mm."

      Doctor Jackson turned red and rubbed a drop of sweat off his forehead. "No computer privileges for a month. Nolan!"

      "What the hell? It ain't my fault I can't remember shit." CJ's feet dropped to the floor. He shrugged Nolan's hand off his shoulder and sprang to his feet. "This is bullshit."

      "If you remember something let me know." Doctor Jackson nodded at Nolan and pointed to the door.

      Nolan yanked CJ out of the office by his elbow and pushed him down the hall. CJ peered back over his shoulder at Nolan then whipped his head forward, jerking the knot tighter on his robe.

      "If ya did know sumpin’ about Vernon Boone, what would ya do?" Nolan whispered from behind CJ.

      "You treasure huntin’, too?" CJ said, slowing down but not looking back.

      “Shhh.” Nolan nudged CJ and mumbled, “Maybe.”

      The two continued on without speaking. The clopping of Nolan’s heavy work boots and the clacks of locks opening and closing echoed down the fluorescent-lighted hallway. CJ stepped against the wall beside the door to the recreation room and watched Nolan twist the key in the lock. The door creaked open and CJ ambled in without waiting for the usual shove from Nolan.

      Four other patients sat scattered around the room, lost in their own thoughts. The majority of the involuntary patients were non-violent and deathly quiet most of the time. The patients who were violent or had a tendency for outbursts were heavily sedated with medication. The general silence and excessive space between tables created a bearable atmosphere for writing. The room could use a few more windows and a little more fresh air—CJ did miss his writing shed—but he made do with what he had.

      CJ stepped slowly around in a big circle, timing his approach to the nurses' station. As soon as Nolan got seated and settled CJ tapped on the sliding plexiglass window with his knuckles. “Nolan,” CJ said, “let me get my notebook and a pen.”

      Nolan stood up with a huff, bent forward and slid the window open. "If you had your memory," he said, pulling one of CJ’s notebooks from the desk drawer, "you thank you could find that Vernon Boone money?”

      "Couldn't tell ya.” CJ reached for his notebook.

      "I bet you could." Nolan held the notebook tight, forcing CJ to yank it hard out of his hand.

      “Too bad these dumbass doctors can’t restore my memory.” CJ squeezed his lips tight together and tapped the top of his head. “I bet there’s all kinds a good shit up here.”

      Nolan lifted a pen, waved it in the air and slammed the sliding window shut.

      CJ ignored the taunt from Nolan and turned away. He flipped through his notebook, skimming the pages as he wandered toward an empty table. He glanced back over his shoulder and noticed the empty nurses’ station. Nolan had a tendency to disappear during his shift. Another reason escape, if that’s what he wanted, would be a breeze. CJ refocused on his notebook and ambled aimlessly through the recreation room.

      After just a few minutes, the metal security door swung open with a piercing squeak—noticed only by CJ—and Nolan slipped into the room.

      “I’ll get you out,” Nolan whispered, marching with a lean toward CJ. “We'll split the money."

      "But I don't want out," CJ said, hugging his notebook to his chest.

      Nolan’s baby face scrunched up tight and flushed red like a shriveled tomato. His right arm swung out to the side, pulling his white uniform coat open and exposing the handle of the pistol tucked into his bunched-up white pants.

      "You ain't gotta choice,” Nolan said through his teeth. “Let's go."

      CJ stood dead still. Half shocked and half impressed by Nolan’s command. He started to holler but stopped. The other four patients, who still hadn’t even noticed Nolan in the room, would be no help. His wheels turned. A kidnapping was actually perfect. He was gonna milk the shit out of this opportunity.

      “Don’t shoot,” CJ said in the meekest voice he could muster. “I’ll do whatever you say. Just don’t hurt me.”

      Nolan snatched the back of CJ's robe, jerking CJ so hard he dropped his notebook, and led him out of the recreation room. They raced down the hall, CJ running sideways and stumbling as Nolan pulled him along.

      "Stay put, " Nolan said, tapping the pistol handle bulging under his coat. He fumbled his keys and unlocked the door leading to the patient transition ward.

      CJ didn't resist as Nolan pulled him through the door. The heavy door slammed shut behind them and the familiar jingling of Nolan’s keys echoed in the empty ward. The hospital was practically deserted after hours. Almost peaceful. Staffing shortages and frequent turnover meant that only Nolan and two other orderlies worked the late shift. The on-call doctor sometimes made an appearance and the nursing staff rarely left the break room. Perfect conditions for Nolan to kidnap CJ without being seen.

      Nolan scanned the room and whispered, “All clear.”

      CJ stood with his back straight and frozen stiff, holding his robe straps and staring at Nolan’s sweaty forehead. After a second he shrugged, not sure what Nolan had planned.

      “Out the front door and straight to my truck.” Nolan tapped his pistol handle again. “No bullshit.”

      “How will I know which is your truck?” CJ whispered.

      “You’ll know. Now run!” Nolan stiff-armed CJ in the back and hauled ass to the front door.

      CJ leaned forward, pushed the main door open and hustled outside. The cool night air washed over his face. Freedom, even under the duress of kidnapping, felt great. He glanced around the parking lot. Nolan was right. He knew right away which truck to run towards. The big green monster truck with “Nolan 01” painted in purple on the door was unmistakable. He paused for a second to listen. No alarms. No one pursuing them. Nothing. Just him and Nolan at the front door of the hospital.

      “Book it!” Nolan hollered.

      CJ didn’t wait for a shove. He broke into a sprint and bolted across the parking lot, the thought of escaping from Nolan never crossing his mind. He glanced over his left shoulder, checking one last time to see if they would be caught, grinned and said, “Dang.”
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      Peggy dropped her right shoulder, letting her backpack fall to the ground. Hunched over, she tilted her head to the left and listened. Silence. With her right fingers, she pinched the zipper on the backpack and slid it open. Her left hand rummaged through her gear and found a cell phone. One of many she’d stolen from vehicles at truck stops and rest stops over the last few months. She chalked up hacking passcodes as a latent talent, among others, that surfaced while on the lam. The phone battery had one bar left, which was fine. She had to ditch the phone soon before the owner tracked it.

      An exhausted smile stretched across her face as she sank down on her knees and leaned against the nearest tree. Tucking the phone in close and covering the light from the screen with her right hand, she navigated to her favorite news sites. She skimmed the stories, looking for her name, but nothing. In the last few weeks the media had lost interest. Making front page news was fun while it lasted. But she always knew that would eventually fade. The authorities on the other hand, at least from what she could tell, were still hot on her trail.

      She clicked away from the real news and focused her search on Murven’s fake news YouTube channel. That fool stole her idea. Most of the crap he posted was useless bullshit rumors. The kind of useless bullshit rumors she used to
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