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Prologue
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In Book 6, The Sourdough Bakeoff, mysterious fingerprints appeared on Bobby’s sourdough starter Mason jar that went missing. Sally discovered the jar stashed in the dark hidey-holes of the school pantry refrigerator.

The fingerprints were those of a young boy who went missing from Pennsylvania twelve years ago. His name was Craig Sheldon.

What grabbed Sally’s curiosity was that Bobby’s fingerprints were not identified on the jar. Did the sneak thief wipe the jar clean before hiding it with their own fingerprints all over it? Or is something else amiss?

That’s what’s puzzling Sally.
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Chapter 1—Who is Craig Sheldon?


[image: ]


Curiosity may have killed the cat, so to speak. But it hasn’t stopped Sally from snooping to root out the bare truth. No matter the cost.

Oh, there have been times when she threw her hands up, admitting defeat. But something, or somebody, always steps in to goose her into plucky action yet again.

After recuperating from The Sourdough Bakeoff, the mysterious fingerprint report drew her back like a wrecking yard magnet. The report identified the fingerprints on Bobby’s sourdough starter jar.

She tried to blow it off several times. ‘Maybe Bobby Fitzgibbon’s prints were too smudged to read,’ she told herself. Still, Natalie was over-the-top secretive about their life and family since the beginning. But then, so is Sally. 

Officer Richard Muldoon’s invasion into her space at his whim makes the hair stand up on the back of her neck. She fears he has a very different agenda than unwinding with her. Does she buy his declaration that she reminds him of his mother? Not so much.

Yes, she has secrets that she does not wish Officer Muldoon to ferret out of her. 

While she didn’t cause the deaths of a couple of ne’r-do-wells, she did participate in their lifeless bodily change of venue. The change in venue was to prevent irritating hassles with the authorities – like Officer Muldoon.

But the fingerprint report continued to niggle at her.

Finally succumbing to the niggle, she booted her laptop and searched for every tidbit of information she could find on Craig Sheldon. 

While she talked to herself, Alliwicious, her life-size man doll that Bobby had installed artificial intelligence into, whined.

“I could do that, Sally. Why are you not letting me dig out that information for you? What else have I got to do?”

“Because I can’t push a ‘print’ button on you, Alliw... Rodney. I need all these pieces in black and white so I can study them.”

“Well, fine! Give me something else to do, then. I’m bored.”

Sally laughed, remembering her girls telling one of their friends who complained of boredom, ‘Don’t let mom hear you say that! She’ll make us go outside and run around the house twenty-seven times.’

“Go outside and run around the house 27 times.”

Rodney snorted. “Very funny, Miss Sally. And I caught you almost calling me ‘Alliwicious’ again. Why do I have to keep reminding you that I prefer to be called ‘Rodney’? You could wheel me outside, anyway. I could record the birds singing for...”

Sally slapped the table hard. “Oh, for cripes sake, Rodney! Just be quiet for a minute! I’ll find you a project you can actually do...”

Alliwicious, aka Rodney, said no more. But he ticked the seconds off like a wind-up alarm clock.

Sally threw up her hand, “Okay, okay. I’ve got it.

Your mission, Rodney,” she tee-heed, “should you decide to accept it... is to locate every scrap of information there is. From the beginning of time until today. On Craig Sheldon. 

I want to know when he was born; where he was born; and everything about his parents. And every teeny-weeny detail about his case. 

And when you think you’ve got it all... go look again.

Will that occupy you? And make you feel useful?”

Sally thought she caught him nodding out of the corner of her eye. “Indubitably, milady. Indubitably. I accept the mission with honor. Thank you.”

“Good! I’ll plug you in now so you have a full charge at bedtime. I don’t need you screeching at me to plug you in when I’m asleep.” Sally trekked to Rodney’s chair. She swung the chair around so the charge cord would reach without stressing it. Plugging him in, she patted his arm. “There you are. Let me know when you’re done.”

“Be careful how hard you pat me, please. I am a petite flower.” He laughed at his own silliness.

“Right. And just one more thing, old man...”

“Yes, ma’am. I’m listening.”

“Do not mention a word of this project to Bobby. It’s between you and me.”

He cleared his throat. “Ahem. May I ask why?”

“Yes. But I won’t tell you. Not yet. Just bury the secrets in your hidden files until I say different.”

“What if I accidentally blab while he’s accessing my programing?”

She shook her head and sighed. “Don’t. You might hurt his heart if he knew what I’m doing. Do you want to upset his applecart if you don’t have to?”

“No, ma’am! I do not!”

“So, be mum about the project, then. It’s that simple.

If you don’t think you can handle it, I’ll pull your plug and let you run down for the duration. You can just sit there in your chair like the life-size man doll that you are.”

Rodney gasped. “I can do it! I can do it! Don’t pull my plug!”
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Chapter 2 – It Begins
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Sally mumbled to herself while she searched and printed. Rodney bleeped while he gathered and tucked away information.

By suppertime, Sally’s brain oozed oatmeal. Rodney was fully charged and asking to be unplugged.

Sally quit searching and printing. She walked over and unplugged Rodney. “I have to stop, Rodney. I’m going to have supper and let things cook overnight. How are you doing?”

“Do you want my report now?”

“No. You let it cook, too. It’s time for a break.”

“Very well. Goodnight Sally.”

Sally chuckled. “Yeah. Okay. We’ll talk in the morning. Goodnight Alliw... Rodney.”

Sally glanced at the stack of documents she’d collected and forced herself to put the blinders on. She tried not to picture the newspaper stories. The birth and death certificates. And the pictures she’d found.

‘Who’d a thunk there were so many Craig Sheldons to root out and sort through?’ She asked herself while she made a sandwich and snagged a tomato juice to wash it down.

She slid into the recliner with her food and switched on the TV for the daily news.

Fields of desert wildflowers in full bloom filled the screen. ‘Our wet winter has awakened the splendor below the surface of our earth.  These breathtaking spectacles of yellow California Poppies, orange Globemallows, and red Mariposas were shared by our viewers throughout the desert southwest.

Of course, the explosion of these panoramic vistas will turn into fuel for a rip-roaring fire season...’

Sally wondered briefly why there has to always be a downside to all good things. Then she remembered her grandma’s quip; ‘If there was no downside, Sally girl, how would we know to seize the fleeting joy of the upside?’

The fields of blooming wildflowers turned out to be the one good thing going on in the world. Shaking her head, Sally clicked off the TV and tucked in for the night.

Up at her usual 2 am, when 99.9% of interruptions were held at bay, Sally got the coffee going. She stared at the mishmash of printed Craig Sheldon reports. Glad she’d narrowed the 88,700 Google discoveries to a select few in the age range. And knowing Rodney will only add to the conglomeration.

Where to start separating the chaff from the wheat... or oats if you’re gluten intolerant.

Asking Spuds or Joan for help at this point is fruitless. What is the question she’s trying to answer with this project? And what kind of rug does she want to create?

She poured her morning fresh, hot coffee and plunked onto a chair in front of the stack. 

The first question is who is Craig Sheldon? How did his fingerprints get onto the elusive Mason jar?

The second question is why weren’t Bobby Fitzgibbon’s fingerprints on the sourdough jar? Was her grandson by choice born as Bobby Fitzgibbons? Then she chastised herself. ‘Of course he wasn’t born ‘Bobby Fitzgibbons’! He’s in the Witness Protection program. Duh...’

The third question is how much effort does she want to put into her new bedside rug? Is it important that she hand make it? She can buy a new scatter rug for about $10. Why does she want to make it herself?

Shoving the rug questions aside, she swallowed a sip of coffee and stared at the pile of papers. Sally plucked up the top sheet. It was a news article about the vanished toddler, Craig Sheldon. 

According to the grandmother, her daughter, Mary, had taken 3-year-old Craig for a day in the park. Mary’s body was found. The youngster was not. A picture of Mary and baby Craig in his stroller accompanied the story. He hugged a sock-monkey soft toy. Sally eyed the picture of the baby. Does he look familiar? 

She shook her head and set the story aside. Next came the story of the unsolved murder of his mother. Sally set it aside to start a second stack.

Since she’s not a family member, Sally could not access the 76,511 archived birth records of Craig Sheldon. Even Sally has her limits to outright lying on government sites.

She found addresses, phone numbers, schools, and occupations for her selected Craig Sheldons. They were all living their lives under the name of Craig Sheldon. None looked like anyone who’d appeared at the competition. Not even one of the judges could have been the Craig Sheldon she found. 

And none of the Craig Sheldons she selected lived in Arizona.

What became of 3-year-old Craig Sheldon?

There were no breaking news reports of little Craig ever being found and returned to his grandparents. His father was never mentioned in the various stories and reports she’d collected.

With the Craig Sheldon printouts sorted, she turned her attention to Robert Fitzgibbons.

While Sally would not declare herself as a family member at the national archives, she couldn’t resist fooling around on her family search genealogical website.

She listed Bobby as her grandson and Natalie as her step-daughter. Just to see what would pop up.

She let the information super highway work; checking her account every day for a discovery.

The result?

Nothing! Nada! Zilch!

Not a single record or connection for either one. A shocking impossibility. The family search main frames worked 24/7 to search and link families. And to broadcast those links to genealogists. But neither Robert Fitzgibbons, nor Natalie existed in the cyber mausoleums of the world.

Then she remembered Bobby’s whispered confession to being in the witness protection program. She has proven to herself that the program works. He can’t be found backwards. Can she find him going forward? She shook her head. ‘That makes no sense. And my experiment may have put a target on Bobby and his mother!’

Sally deleted Robert Fitzgibbons and Natalie from her family search account. Praying the rumors were wrong. This information has to be truly deleted. It has to be erased forever! 

She rubbed her chin with an absent mind. “So, who is Bobby really? How will I solve this puzzle?”
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Chapter 3 – Is it a Brickwall?
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“What’s that you say, Sally?”

Sally’s hand flew to her chest. “Achh! You scared me nearly to death, Rodney!” 

“Sorry. I heard you talking and thought you needed my attention.”

She finished her third slow inhale/exhale before she spoke. “No, Rodney. I was talking to myself. It seems I’ve set myself up to solve a puzzle that’s impossible to solve. This might be the one that’s got me beat.”

“Hmm. Is that so? Who are you? And what have you done with Sally? Take a breath and tell old Rodney what has got you stumped.”

Sally shook her head. “I don’t know. I’m afraid to say it out loud. What if my poking around puts Bobby and Natalie’s life in danger? Is my curiosity that important to satisfy?

I say no. Their safety is paramount. My curiosity is inconsequential by comparison.”

“Your words are not computing. What are you afraid will happen if you pursue this project?”

“I’m afraid my snooping might draw attention to Bobby and Natalie. They have to remain under wraps for their own safety.”

“Safety from what? Are they some kind of criminals?”

Sally laughed. “No, Rodney. They’re not criminals as far as I know. But Bobby saw a fella get murdered. His testimony put a mob head honcho away for life. They swore to kill him.”

Sally pictured Rodney rubbing his chin. “I see. I did not know this about Bobby.”

“Of course, you don’t. I’m not supposed to know, either. But it came out. I have to respect their secret. Hence, this is one mystery I may never solve. Unless I can think of a way around it without broadcasting Bobby’s history and whereabouts. Maybe they found his dad. And that’s why he never came home.”

“Hmm. Could your friend, Spuds Shackley, help you find a way to solve without blabbing?”

Sally refilled her coffee mug. “Maybe. I can try to call him and talk hypothetically. It might work. But I’m not good at beating around the bush. And he knows it.

I can continue to gather and sort about Craig Sheldon. What did you learn?”

“Much!” Rodney said. “Are you taking notes?”

Sally grabbed a pencil and turned a printed sheet over to write on. “I am now. What do you have?”

“Craig Sheldon vanished on August 3, 2001. In Pittsburg, Pennsylvania. His mother, Mary, was taking him to the park for a playdate. She was strangled and left for dead. Craig, along with his stroller and toddler accessories, disappeared. 

With her dying breath, she identified her murderer to a passer-by. The baby was already gone. But they got the killer. He has been executed. He did not have baby Craig.

Craig’s father was on a binge when Craig was taken. He has never come back from it. The grandparents continue to look for their grandson.

Why are you pursuing this Craig Sheldon story?”

“Because his fingerprints were identified on Bobby’s Mason jar of sourdough starter. And Bobby’s weren’t. It sparked my curiosity.”

“Are you thinking Bobby might be Craig Sheldon?”

Sally shivered. “I’m not saying it out loud. But if he is, his grandparents need to know he is alive and well.”

“Well, I can tell you that there is no records about a Robert Fitzgibbons as a child in that time period.”

“There wouldn’t be, Rodney. Whoever he was before escaping into the WITSEC program is a secret. I don’t have that information.”

“Yes, I see the problem. What if we searched, instead, for the mobster that got put away?”

“We could. But what if that flags their star witness? Our Bobby...”

“How would cyberspace know we were looking for the name of the witness that made it all happen? We can sneak in the back door and gather details about the mobster and his trial. Not the witnesses.”

“Hmm. Maybe. Do you really think it’s safe?”

Rodney cleared his throat. “Ahem, Sally. You have obviously forgotten once again that I am artificial intelligence. Thinking is not my forte. I gather and report data. Both logical and illogical. I cannot discern fact from fiction. But I can speak what I find with eloquence and authority. You are the thinker and detector of truth.”

Sally sighed. “You’re right. I do forget you’re a doll sometimes. You’re going to put it all on me. I’ll have to
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