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      Ah, Summer.  The warm sun and the cool breezes and the world painted in shades of green and growing things.  It was a wonderful time to be alive.  A time when a not-so-young man’s thoughts turned to…

      Crime.

      As a police officer, it had been Jon Tinker’s job to stop criminals for many, many years.  He was very good at his job.  Some might even say too good, but those were mostly the people who he had put in prison for murder, theft, and just getting on his bad side in general.  There were a few people he’d sent away who truly didn’t deserve it, but hey.  That’s just the way the cookie crumbled sometimes.

      He frowned at himself in the rearview mirror, sitting in the driver’s seat of the plain police-style sedan.  “The way the cookie crumbles?  Seriously?”  He was going to have to brush up on his tough-guy one liners if he was going to be taken seriously.  And right now, he needed to be taken seriously.

      Now, more than ever, he needed to sell the idea that he was a police officer and this was serious business.

      The man he was here to meet was a pivotal witness in a case the Misty Hollow Police Department had been working on for a very long time.  With his statement, the case was a lock, and the bad guy would end up in jail where all bad guys belonged.  Without it, there was no doubt the bad guys would walk away scot-free.

      He grimaced at his reflection.  ‘Scot-free’ was also not how a hard-boiled police chief would talk.

      “Free as the wind,” he suggested to himself.  “Try that.  Yeah.  Much better.”

      Thankfully, he was here to make sure things went the right way.  He’d made all the calls just yesterday to arrange this meeting.  It was a last-minute change of plans, and the witness was understandably nervous about the switch up…uh, the change in the itinerary.  Originally, the plan was to meet at the police station to have his statement taken, and arrangements made for his safety, and all of that.  Instead, they were meeting here, in this shady parking spot on the road to Oak Hollow.

      The time of the meeting had been moved up, as well.  Now it was set for ten in the morning, instead of one o’clock.

      Just five minutes from now.

      He checked himself over in the mirror again, making sure his jet-black hair was in place, and there weren’t any smudges anywhere on his face, that his red and blue striped tie was cinched up properly.  This really was an important meeting, and he didn’t want to mess it up.  After all, Darcy Sweet was expecting her husband home for dinner.

      Darcy and Jon had been married for years.  Not as many years as Jon had been a police officer, but longer than he’d been chief.  They’d been through a lot together.  He supposed that was what made their love so strong.

      He pulled a face at himself in the mirror, and then settled his hands on the steering wheel, tapping out a rhythm to some long-forgotten song, his patience beginning to wear thin.

      Where was this guy?  He began to count, like he usually did when he was frustrated, quietly and to himself.  Bringing order to a chaotic universe.  Measuring off the seconds one by one.  It wasn’t until he got up to three-hundred-forty-three that he saw the blue minivan coming up the road, slowing and signaling to pull into the parking area.  This was it.

      Checking his tie one more time, tugging on the cuffs of his gray suit, he blew a kiss to his reflection.

      “Showtime.”

      The minivan pulled up close to the sedan, parking at an angle to the road that kept the driver’s door out of the view of traffic as the sole occupant stepped out.  He was a pudgy guy, wearing a brown suit that was tight across his belly and baggy around his scuffed loafers.  His black tie was held in place by a silver tie clip with a blue, square gemstone on front.  A fake, of course.  Just a piece of blue glass.  Tacky.  The color of his hair oddly matched the color of his suit.  His eyes, on the other hand, were a deep, dark blue that matched the glass gem.

      Those eyes were full of fear.

      Must be the guy.

      “Are you Fields?” he asked.  Slamming the door as he got out of the sedan, he put on a reassuring smile.  “Thanks for meeting me.”

      “Yeah, I’m Jason Fields,” the man answered.  “I gotta say, when you called me on the phone, I thought it was to come down to the police station.  This is kind of an…open place for a first meeting, isn’t it?  And we’re well outside Misty Hollow’s jurisdiction.  Why here?  Why this place?”

      Fields had never met with Jon before and didn’t know what to expect.  He didn’t have any problem meeting in this parking area, himself. As far as he was concerned, this was the perfect spot.  He’d get around to explaining to Fields why that was in a minute or two.  “Tell you what,” he suggested, “I can see you’re worried that someone will see us here.  There’s not much traffic this time of day, but still.  Why don’t we go over to that picnic table by the tree line?  Nobody will see you that far from the road, and we can sit and have a private talk that way.  How’s that sound?”

      Wiping a hand across his face, and casting a nervous glance toward the road, Fields nodded.  “Yeah.  That’d be better, thanks.  Listen, I know how important this is or I wouldn’t even be here.  I almost didn’t come to your police station to begin with, and then when you called me yesterday with this change of plans, I just about bolted for the state line.”

      “Well, I can sure understand that.  Thanks for meeting me.”

      “Don’t thank me yet.  If you don’t make this worth my time, I still might pack a bag and go.”

      “I can respect that.”  He kept to the other man’s pace as they crossed the open, grassy section of lawn between the paved parking area and the trees.  The highway department did a good job of maintaining this as a rest stop for the two or three travelers who used it each day.  “By the way, nice tie clip.”

      Fields frowned at him.  “I’m serious, Chief Tinker.”

      “Well, sure you are,” he agreed, waving a hand for him to take a seat now that they’d reached the picnic table.  “This is scary stuff.  For civilians, I mean.  For police officers, like me, we call this a Tuesday.”

      Fields sat on the bench seat on his side of the old, weathered table, and glared daggers.  Behind them, the branches of the tall trees waved in the wind, their leaves whispering about secret things.  “You’re making jokes, Chief?  Listen, the theft from your town’s bank account is just the tip of the iceberg and the stuff beneath the surface is ugly.  It’s bad stuff.  You need the information I have and so far, you aren’t doing a whole lot to convince me that you understand how important I am!”

      Feeling the man’s fear radiating from him like heat, he put his hands up, palms out, to show he did in fact understand.  “Believe me, I know how important you are.  The Misty Hollow police have been working on this case for a long time behind the scenes, without telling anyone about it, because we’re serious about getting this done.  So.  Let’s get down to it.”  He sat across from Fields, placing his hands in his lap, leaning forward with his smile still in place.  “You came alone, like I asked, right?  There’s nobody else in that minivan waiting for you?”

      “No, of course not!  I don’t want anybody knowing I’m here.  The minivan’s not even mine.  I didn’t want somebody to drive by and recognize my car.”

      “Good, good.  That’s a good start.  Did you tell anyone you were coming here today?  I mean, nobody’s waiting on you to get back home or anything?”

      Fields gave him an odd look.  “I live alone, and no I don’t have any other appointments today.  What’s with all these questions, Chief Tinker?  I thought this was a done deal.  You meet me, you take my official statement, and then we don’t see each other again until this thing goes to trial.  You promise me protection, maybe hide me in a safe house, and we take down a bad man doing bad things.  I don’t like being a rat, but these people took money from my grandparents, too.  I want the high and mighty Mister—”

      “Right, right,” he said, cutting the other man off before he could name names.  “We don’t need to get into that now.  Not yet.”

      “I’d rather get this done as quick as I can, Chief.”

      “Me, too.  There’s just one thing first.”

      “Just one!”  The other man laughed nervously and tugged at the collar of his shirt, undoing the button at his neck, giving himself some breathing room.  It wasn’t an overly warm day in June but there was already beads of sweat trickling down the pudgy man’s cheeks.  “I’d say there’s more than one thing.  Like, how are you going to keep me safe once it gets out that I talked to you?”

      “Yeah.  About that…”

      Leaning back on his side of the table, he let the smile finally slip away as he pulled the gun from its concealed shoulder holster under his suitcoat, and put one shot through the man’s broad chest, and a second bullet between his eyes.

      Fields jerked hard from the impact of the bullets that had just ended his life, almost like he’d been slapped hard by an invisible, gargantuan hand, and then he slowly toppled over backward.  He landed on his back with a soft thump against the grass and wildflowers and soft soil, with his legs still caught under the table.  His eyes watched the blue sky above them, staring at nothing at all.

      Jason Fields was dead.

      So was the investigation that the Jon Tinker had put so much time and energy into solving.

      Standing up from the table, he slid the gun back into its holster.  He’d have to find a secluded spot to dump it later.  It had been fitted with a suppressor, so there was no chance that anyone had heard those shots.  Not unless they were standing right there in the trees, just a short way into the woods, watching him.

      He turned to look that way.  Of course no one was there, but that didn’t mean no one had seen him.  He’d planned this whole thing out too carefully to leave anything to chance.  It had all gone perfectly.  Better than he’d hoped.  This was what he wanted.  The end of a long game he’d been playing.

      Chief Jon Tinker was in a lot of trouble.

      That’s just how it needed to be.

      Looking down at the dead man at his feet one more time, he watched the sun shining off the blue stone in the tie clip.  It was cheap and disposable, like the man himself.

      He put his smile back in place and began whistling a song he remembered from his childhood.  Something about roses and stardust.  He never could remember all the words. Then he turned and went slowly back to his car.  He left the minivan where it was.  Left the body where it was.  This place had been the perfect rendezvous spot.  Remote enough that no one was going to see him commit the murder and used often enough that someone was bound to find the dead man sooner or later.

      In fact, even as he pulled away from the parking area, another vehicle was pulling in.  Looked like someone was going to be finding the body sooner, rather than later.

      Well.  Talk about perfect timing.  After all, there were no accidents.

      Only careful planning, and perfect murders.
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        * * *

      

      Although it was a gorgeous day outside, Darcy Sweet was in her kitchen, making dinner for when Jon got home.  Or at least, that was the idea.  Somehow, her stew had turned a vibrant shade of green.

      She stirred the pot while she tried to figure out what she’d done wrong.  Stews were supposed to be a meaty brown color.  They were also supposed to smell like beef and spices, not like they had been simmering inside a nuclear power plant for two hours.  She simply couldn’t understand it.  She’d followed the recipe exactly, start to finish.  It was one of her Great Aunt Millie’s recipes, rest her soul, and it had never failed her before.

      Frowning at another snot-colored bubble that rose up and burst across the thick surface, she found herself thinking maybe she should ask the ghost of her dearly departed friend Helen Turner for cooking tips.  Helen used to run a successful café business in town.  Everyone had loved her food.  A quick spirit communication would do the trick and then Darcy could start all over again, but this time, she’d know she was doing it right.  Helen’s food had always been to die for.

      Um.  Maybe that was the wrong way to say it, all things considered…

      She sighed and dropped the lid down on the pot before taking it off the burner.  Calling up a dead friend’s spirit to help her save dinner would be taking things a little too far.  The dead deserved to rest unless it was for something really important.  Not that she wouldn’t enjoy talking to Helen again, but she did think her ability to see ghosts should be used for more important things than cooking tips.

      Besides.  There was an easier way.

      “Hey guys,” she called to her kids in the living room, “looks like pizza tonight.  That okay with you?”

      “Yeah!” her son Zane shouted his enthusiastic agreement.  “Pi-zza!  Pi-zza!”

      His sister Colby answered a moment later that anything was fine with her, but she wasn’t fooling Darcy.  Both of her children could live on pizza and be happy about it.  Lucky for them, Misty Hollow had grown over the years.  Their home had changed from the spot-on-the-map, one stoplight town Darcy remembered from back when she first came here as a teenager.  Lots more people lived here now, including new friends and neighbors.  There was even talk of someone building another house on her lonely street, on a lot that had been vacant for years.

      Another change in this bigger Misty Hollow was their very own pizza place.

      They had the paper take-out menu from Chef Mario’s Pizza stuck to the fridge with magnets, although Darcy had ordered from there enough times that she knew the number by heart.  Darcy had recently put a calling plan on her cellphone—at least until the ghosts found her number and started calling again—but she never remembered to bring it around with her.  It was probably up in her bedroom.  She reached for the landline phone hanging on the wall instead.

      Two large pizzas should do it.  One with pepperoni and onions, half mushrooms, and the other plain cheese.  Darcy hated mushrooms but Jon loved them, and she loved Jon, so she could put up with them touching her side as long as they didn’t end up on her plate.  The kids could devour a whole pizza by themselves but neither of them were much into toppings these days.  Just cheese was how they liked it.

      Mmm, but she was going to get some chicken wings, too.  With blue cheese dip.

      The phone was ringing in her ear when Colby called out to her.

      “Hey, Mom?  Tell them not to forget the receipt, okay?”

      It was an odd request for a twelve-year-old to make, but Darcy knew to listen whenever her daughter said strange things.  Colby had the gift, same as the other women in their family, and part of that was knowing things that would happen ahead of time.  Knowing the future, so to speak.  Maybe just in fuzzy images that didn’t make sense, but their gift didn’t ever tell them something that wasn’t important.  Call it ESP, call it a sort of magic, but for them it was a way of life.  In fact, Colby’s gift was already stronger than Darcy’s had been at her age.  And it would only get stronger yet as she grew up.

      Darcy couldn’t wait to see what the future held for both her kids.  Colby with her gift, and Zane with his.

      She was just finishing her order with Mario’s when the front door opened.  She turned to see it was Jon coming home.  She gave him a smile, pointing to the phone and mouthing pizza.

      He scowled and kicked off his shoes so hard that they bounced off the wall before tumbling into a heap in the corner.  He yanked the sleeves of his suit coat to get it off and tossed it over one of the kitchen chairs before going over to the refrigerator to get a beer.

      If those weren’t the tell-tale signs of a bad day, Darcy didn’t know what was.  Her husband hardly ever got that sour about things that happened at work.  She couldn’t wait to hear all about it.  They always talked about the things that happen while they were apart, but today he obviously had a lot to get off his chest.  She almost felt bad that things at the bookstore had gone so well today.

      “Yes, that’s everything,” she said to Donnie Akers, taking her order on the other end of the line.  He was doing double duty today, answering the calls and then driving out the deliveries himself.  “Thirty minutes?  Sure.  We’ll be waiting.”

      Then she hung the phone back into its cradle, and leaned her hip against the countertop, lifting an eyebrow at Jon.  “Hey.  What’s eating you?”

      He was taking his second long drink from the long-necked bottle.  He shrugged, but waited until he was done swallowing before setting the beer aside to answer.  “Well, let’s just say today is not turning out the way I expected it to.”

      Darcy could hear in his voice how frustrated he was.  She also heard the excited squeals of two little children racing into the kitchen.  They’d just heard their father’s voice, and now that they knew he was home it was a competition to see who would get to him first.

      “Daddy, Daddy!” Zane called to him, arms lifted high for Jon to pick him up and settle the four-year-old boy in his lap.  “We’re gonna have pizzas for dinner, and chicken things too!”

      Colby folded herself into the seat on the other side of the round dining table.  She had apparently decided that since she hadn’t won the race, she was going to act all grown up.  Flipping her long, dark brown hair over a shoulder, she gave her brother a very mature eyeroll.  “You,” she told him, “are such a little kid.  And it’s chicken wings, not things.  You don’t eat chicken things.”

      Zane looked over at her, confused.  “Uh, yeah we do.”  He scratched the top of his curly blonde hair, thinking it through.  “We eat chicken legs.  Those is chicken things.”

      “Those are chicken things, you mean.”

      “Yeah!  See?  Those are chicken things, and we eat them.”

      Colby opened her mouth to argue the point further but then stopped, realizing that she’d just helped her brother make his point.  “Brothers,” she said instead, as if that one word summed up everything wrong with her life.

      Darcy gave her daughter a fond look, coaxing a little smile out of her.  She looked so much like her father when she smiled.  “I tell you what, honey.  Why don’t you take Zane back into the living room until the pizzas get here?  I need to talk to your dad for a minute.”

      “Sure, Mom.  Come on, Zane.” She hopped down from the table and took her brother’s hand.  “Let’s find something on television.  Mom and Dad need to have some grownup time.”

      Zane scrunched his little face up as he let himself be guided toward the promise of watching TV.  “What’s grownup time?” he asked.

      “Um.  You’ll see when you’re older.”

      Darcy almost laughed.  That wasn’t the kind of ‘grownup time’ she meant, but she wasn’t going to try explaining the difference right now to her pre-teen daughter.  In her ripped jeans and colored lip-gloss, Colby was already trying to grow up too fast.

      And right now, she felt like her husband needed her attention more.

      The front room of the house was the kitchen and dining area, right next to the living room where their kids were still within earshot, but Darcy hoped that with the television on they wouldn’t hear anything their parents said.  Especially if Jon’s day was as bad as Darcy thought it was.

      She sat right next to him, pulling her chair over close enough that she could rest her hand on his knee.  “Okay, Jon.  Tell me what’s got you so upset.”

      “Hmph.  That obvious, huh?”

      “You might be able to fool everyone else, husband of mine, but you can’t fool me.”  She waited until there was the barest hint of a smile at the corners of his mouth, a lightening of the shadows in his blue eyes, before sitting back in her chair to see what he would tell her.

      He tossed his hands in the air, knowing she wouldn’t let him keep it bottled up.  “Yeah.  I had a meeting with a key witness in a big case today.  He was supposed to give me all the information I needed to close an investigation.  This one was important, Darcy.  I mean, this is a big, big deal.”

      “Oh?  What’s the case?”  She racked her brain, thinking about the different things Jon had told her from his job recently.  “I don’t remember you talking about anything that important.  Not recently, anyway.”

      “Yeah…”  He shifted in his seat.  A little sheepishly, she thought.  “This is one that’s been on the back burner for a while now.  It’s strictly hush-hush.  It’s just Grace and I who know about it.  If you had heard about it before now, I would have been worried.”

      “Jon!  For Pete’s sake, what on Earth could be so important that you’d keep it secret from me?”

      “I’m sorry, Darcy, that’s just the way it goes sometimes.  It’s not that I wanted to keep it a secret, necessarily.”

      “Okay, well,” she sighed, “we’ll talk about that later, believe me.  Right now, that’s not what’s bothering you, is it?”

      “Ah, there’s that famous Darcy Sweet intuition.”  He chuckled drily, and reached for his beer bottle again, downing the last little bit of it quickly.  Obviously, whatever had happened had him really upset.

      “Jon, what happened today?  You said you met with a witness who had information you needed.  Did that not go well?”

      He pushed a hand through his graying dark hair.  “You could say that.  I never got the chance to take his statement.”

      “Why not?  What happened?”

      Jon lifted the beer bottle again, forgetting that he’d emptied it already, and then set it aside with a scowl.  “The witness…” he said, and then sighed, and then shrugged, and then finally found the words.  “He just didn’t show up.”

      “That’s all?  Jon, that’s not that big of a deal.  Can’t you just call him and reschedule?  Maybe send an officer to his house and find out why he bailed on you?”

      “No, Darcy, we can’t.  The guy lives out of the area, first of all, and we can’t exactly just give him a ring because he’s scared to death that people will find out he’s been talking to the police as it is.  Today was supposed to be the first time we met face to face.  No.  I’ll have to drive out to his place in a day or two and talk to him quietly without anyone else knowing.”

      “You’re sure you want to wait that long?  This sounds really important.”

      “Yes, it is, but there’s nothing we can do about it.  The best course of action after today is just sit and wait and see what happens.  Hopefully by then…he’ll turn up.”

      Darcy studied his face.  He was acting so strangely.  He hadn’t told her what the case was about yet, but it was obviously important.  That could be all it was
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