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1
The Train Robbers


The floor vibrated under my feet, shaking me from an afternoon catnap.  I blinked one eye open and scanned my surroundings. Trees whizzed by the window, blurry and out of focus. Or perhaps the issue came from my inability to wink.
“Excellent, you’re awake.” Lois Vo flopped in the aisle seat and her neck pillow smacked me square in the face. “I’m bored and my phone died.”
The wheels chugged along, crunching gravel. “Not much use in trying to sleep with this racket.”
“What happened to the romance of railroad travel?” My best friend attempted to flick an eyebrow.
“The movies greatly exaggerate the fun.” I shoved a finger through the kennel door and my pup kissed me. “I can’t believe they made Lorelai ride in a cage. She is a Gilmore after all.”
“Somehow they didn’t buy her as a service dog.”
“I don’t imagine the barking helped her case.”
“Or the chewing of the conductor’s pants.”
I rolled my eyes. “Must you call everyone who works for the railroad a conductor?”
“What would you call him?”
I pursed my lips but failed to think of an answer. “I don’t blame her. The conductor is a genuine meanie and Lorelai is an excellent judge of character.”
Lois checked the time. “Sherry is going to order your head on a platter if we’re late.”
“Aren’t trains famous for their ability to keep a schedule?” I huffed at the prospect.
While waiting for word on the fate of Prime Suspect, the studio hired most of the crew to work on the new pilot they produced. This time, Sherry Newton took the reins as executive producer. A truly terrifying thought.
But neither Lois nor I turned up our noses to a steady paycheck or the lovely scenery of the California mountain country. Not to mention the legend haunting the gold rush town.
Lois flicked a pamphlet. “Check out all these activities: canoeing, biking, horseback riding, hiking, camping.”
“Since when did outdoor hobbies excite you?”
“Gold panning, mine exploration…”
“Ah, seduced by the dollar signs.”
“People are always striking it rich and finding gold. Why not us?” She lifted a shoulder. “You’re constantly stumbling upon something scary. Why not switch up our luck.”
“I’ll be far too busy to stumble on anything over the next few weeks.” I hoped.
My local commercial spot with Cali Smooth opened the door to a few auditions but various casting directors slammed them shut. The adage one step forward, two steps back came to mind.
The problem? In Hollywood, a move backward resembled a tumble down a flight of stairs. But I refused to allow a few misses to spoil my success. After a bit of fancy footwork, I landed a spot with Herman Stanley’s team. The famous prop man worked on some of my favorite programs. A genuine genius in the industry. Though not an acting role, I stood to learn a lot about the behind-the-scenes operations.
“Are you listening, Becky?”
“No, sorry.”
Lois released a dramatic sigh. “You missed my eloquent speech but I refuse to repeat myself. The Cliff Notes – we shouldn’t be bummed about our roles. We won’t work in props and hair/wardrobe forever. These are steppingstones to acting and directing.”
“I’m not bummed.” I smiled to prove the point. “We’re working on a western and we’re traveling to a new place on the studio’s dime.”
“Justin’s starring in the pilot, which doesn’t hurt your mood.”
My head spun to the window and I shielded a smile. “He finally gets his cowboy role after all.”
“And this time you can work together without all the obstacles.”
“I don’t know what you mean.”
“Spinning around doesn’t hide your reflection in the glass.” Lois glared. “I’m referring to your jealousy, followed by his. Maybe now one of you can admit it.”
“I’m not jealous of anyone. Justin Woods is one of our closest friends.”
“Clearly.” Despite the glint in her eye, Lois let the matter drop.
The former stuntman turned movie star enjoyed the rush of playing detective with us. But his tagging along didn’t mean a thing. Did it?
My stomach flopped as the train raced downhill. Justin acted annoyed by my ex-boyfriend’s presence during the last case. I shook away the thought. He seemed annoyed because Boone bothered him with pranks and silly tricks. Not because of jealousy.
Lois gasped. “Why didn’t you tell me about the ghost story?”
“Which one?” My brow crinkled. “In Red Water Creek?”
She shoved the pamphlet into my face. “The place is famous for its legend of outlaw Billy Boatman. His partners buried a fortune nearby, and he spent a half-century looking for it. Now he haunts the town.”
I scanned the story. “Not much credibility when the tidbit is posted by the local psychic. She’s drawing tourists to her business is all.”
“Say what you want, but I’m not taking any chances.”
“I thought your focus would center on the lost treasure rather than the ghost aspect.”
“Right you are.” Lois snatched the paper. “I guess it won’t hurt to dig around in our free time.”
The train puttered as it rolled to a stop at the station. The brakes squealed and the whistle howled. Though I enjoyed some aspects of the trip, I wouldn’t repeat the process once the mechanic fixed our car’s broken something or other.
I gripped Lorelai’s kennel and rubbed her paw through the gate. “Almost over, Baby Girl. You’ll be out of prison soon.”
Lois clutched my arm. “Let the others go first. I don’t want to shove through a mob to the platform.”
Her weird rules infuriated me sometimes. Then again, with my lack of size and her lack of assertion, we stood little chance in a crowd. “Fine, but we owe Lorelai a gigantic treat.”
“Do you think we can take the time to drop off our luggage at the bed and breakfast?”
I craned my neck to the time posted at the front of the car. “Not unless you want to witness Sherry’s head explode.”
The last group of people exited the car when a masked bandit hopped aboard, pointing a six-shot revolver. I sunk into my assigned seat and muffled my yelp. I wanted a wild west adventure so I should have guessed the request came equipped with a train robbery.
“Hand over your cash.” The crackled voice barked. “Jewelry too.”
A bandana covered his nose and mouth while a hat shaded his face. The western regalia hinted at a staged reenactment but what if the thief took advantage of the town’s history?
Intense green eyes challenged me and I concealed the flicker of recognition. A welcome wagon from none other than Justin Woods. I snagged my umbrella from underneath the seat and swatted the gun from his grasp.
Shock clouded his features as I poked him in the doughy stomach. Did he put on weight for the role? I stabbed him again. “This town ain’t big enough for the two of us. Git before I send for the law after you.”
He raced down the steps and his boots pounded across the platform.
Lois covered her agape mouth. “Where did that come from? You’re like Sydney Bristow or something.”
I wanted to bask in the glory of my defeat but I couldn’t bear the dishonesty. “I recognized Justin beneath the makeup and outlaw dirt. He tried to prank us. Why else would he wait until everyone else exited?” I snagged the prop gun and toted Lorelai down the steps.
The conductor offered a hand as I disembarked. “Why did the cowboy run out of here as if the devil chased him?”
“He attempted to rob the train but no worries, we stopped him.” Lois’ smirk faded. “He’s an actor in town working on a TV show.”
“Ah, gotcha.” He tipped his cap.
I released Lorelai from prison and clipped on her leash. “Much better, huh, girl?”
Clopping on the wooden platform diverted my attention. A cowboy charged forward on a beautiful white horse. A gray mane fluttered as the pair halted.
The cowboy swung his leg over the saddle horn and removed a black Stetson. “Howdy, partner.”
I narrowed my gaze at the completely different outfit. “Justin, how did you change so fast?”
“Not quite the greeting I imagined when I galloped in on horseback.”
“The thwarted robbery bit is more impressive,” Lois whispered.
“The what now?” He removed his hat and combed through dirty blonde hair. “Somebody robbed your train?”
I hung the prop gun from my finger. “Yeppers. You.”
“This is one of those good-news-bad-news situations.” He snagged the weapon and emptied the chamber. “I didn’t prank you, these bullets are real, and sounds like y’all stopped a real-life outlaw.”
My umbrella popped open into Lois. “And you said packing this thing was a waste of space.”




2
Fist Full of Dollars


Executive producer  Sherry Newton pinched the bridge of her nose. “Your constant tardiness is going to send me to an early grave and if it does, I’ll haunt you for all eternity. My promise to you.”
I swallowed. “I’m sorry ma’am, but the train ran late and this outlaw tried to rob us and I stopped him with my umbrella. After which we went to the sheriff’s station to make a statement. But I couldn’t report much except green eyes.”
“Remind me if I’m ever foolish enough to hire you on another project to write a stipulation in your contract. No crime-solving. No disrupting filming by playing detective.”
“I thought Justin played a prank, otherwise I wouldn’t find myself in this ridiculous pickle.” My throat constricted. “I apologize, again.”
“Why can’t you be like your friend? The Vietnamese girl. She’s always on time, ready, and willing to work without ridiculous excuses.” Sherry squirted Bath and Body lotion on her palm. “This is my first crack at producing. If you mess this up for me…”
“Haunted. I understand.”
I backed out of her trailer and released a calming breath. “She’s like visiting the principal at a Catholic school for the Marines.”
“What did she say about me?” Lois asked. “Am I toast?”
“She thinks you arrived hours ago with the others.”
Lois straightened her shoulders. “Sometimes it pays to be invisible.”
Yet I never enjoyed the perks. “I can’t believe our dumb luck. Why us of all the people on the train to rob? We’re broke. If I didn’t best the guy with an umbrella, he runs off with a couple of iPhones and a snack.”
“Lorelai and I ate the peanut butter crackers while you napped.”
“Which is worth more than our outdated phones combined.” AT&T offered three dollars for mine on an upgrade. Not much of a trade when the newest version cost over eight hundred. After the insulting bid, I kept the dinosaur.
Justin moseyed over, spurs clicking on his cowboy boots. “Sorry about everything. You guys alright?”
“Not your fault Becky couldn’t tell the difference between you and Jesse James.”
“Still, I rode up to the station to surprise you. A staged holdup isn’t out of the question.” He clutched his hat. “By the way, I stashed your luggage in my trailer.”
“How thoughtful. We won’t be able to check in for a while.”
I peered at the white stallion trotting to the corral. “When did you learn to ride?”
“I’m a born desperado and a stuntman at heart. I learned to ride before walking.”
“I remember you said you never saw a horse up close.”
“Your insulting words, not mine, Tumbler.” He replaced the hat. “I better return to wardrobe. I left mid-fitting.”
Lois jerked her head. “Speaking of costuming… I should report to Ms. Fairly for duty.”
Justin grimaced. “I don’t think I trust you to stick pins in me.”
“Now you really shouldn’t.”
Lois passed me the leash and I scooped Lorelai into my arms. With an hour until I met with the props department, I explored my surroundings.
Our crew set up shop on the outskirts of Red Water Creek. Various trailers parked in the field and we pitched tents to accommodate the stations.
According to the call sheet, most of the filming took place outdoors over the coming weeks. The scout team reconned everything from Main Street to the state park river crossing. An ambitious undertaking with few days to prepare and rehearse.
But the town wasn’t new to the film industry. It served as a backdrop for many westerns, including Back to the Future Part III. Lorelai scratched at the earth, disturbing a roly-poly. Her ear perked and she rolled over mimicking the bug. “You’re getting all dirty you silly goose.” I swatted dirt from her coarse fur.
“Well, well, well. If it isn’t my favorite amateur sleuth. What’s your name again?”
I cringed at the earsplitting voice. The nails on a chalkboard tone mixed with condescending overtures. My gaze rose to the leggy blonde towering over me. “Ashton Ashley.”
“No dear, I think that’s my name.” She bopped my nose. “Yours is on the tip of my tongue. Da-da da-da-da or something, right?”
The former child star joined Prime Suspect in season two and caused quite the stir. For a while, I suspected her of the murder in my first mystery.
“What are you doing here?” I asked.
She snapped. “Becky Robinson.”
“How decent of you to remember the person who saved your life.”
“You are a feisty one. I’m not surprised you caught Justin’s eye. For now, anyway. You never know what kind of sparks might fly while I’m playing his love interest.” She flashed a bleached smile. “The press would eat the story up and it wouldn’t hurt our chances of being picked up.”
“Love interest?” My brows twitched. “Since when? The only female in the cast is Vivica and she’s the middle-aged schoolteacher.”
“Oh, studios are so fickle sometimes. They made a last-minute change after pitching to a test audience. No one’s keen on Justin’s role as a savage outlaw without morals.”
“His character robs a train and suffers gold fever until he dies a broke old man. How does the studio plan to redeem him?”
“He’s now a misunderstood miscreant,” Ashton said. “And I’m joining the show as the charming, mouthy sheriff hunting him. This is only the pilot, so we sprinkle in teasers of a romance.”
“But why you?”
She flicked her painted nails. Not old west sheriff-y of her. “If you didn’t notice, most of the crew works on our program. What’s one more alum, right?”
“More the merrier.” I bit my tongue.
“I’m sure you won’t mind the competition.” She elbowed my ribs. “A glamorous actress versus a cute, um, helper.”
“I’m working in the props department now.” I crossed my arms and raised my chin.
“Quite the promotion from the coffee girl.” She turned to leave and froze. “By the way, I caught your little commercial spot the other day at my dentist’s office. I don’t care what people say, you should be proud of your first project. Not everyone can land a classic sitcom on their first audition like me.”
“Wait, what are people saying?”
As Ashton waltzed to her trailer, I marveled at her skills. A saccharine sweet delivery with words cutting to the heart like a dagger. She served backhanded compliments with the skill of a tennis pro.
Lorelai tugged on her leash. “Okay, you’re antsy from the train ride. I’ll take you for a walk.”
“You’re Robinson?”
“Mr. Stanley, how nice to meet you… again.” I curtseyed before I managed to stop myself. But I couldn’t help it, the man snuck up and startled me while I spoke to my dog in a silly voice. Not the best first impression on one’s boss.
His busy brows raised into a receding hairline. “You are shorter than I remember.”
“You too.” I bit my lip, drawing blood.
The stocky man squared his shoulders and drew a breath. “I sense trouble with you. Don’t make me regret the hire.”
“Where are we going, Mr. Stanley? Our meeting starts at two, correct?”
“Yes, but I wanted to call you in for additional homework. Is that okay with you, My Lady?”
“Oh sure, but you don’t need to ask. I’m making conversation while we walk.”
“Well, stop.” He cuffed the sleeves of his dress shirt. Despite the chilly mountain temperatures, he neglected to wear a jacket. “The town historian is holding court and I want my department present and listening.”
“What for, specifically?”
His chest puffed out as if he wanted to scold me for questioning orders. “Our job is to bring the writer’s words to life. We don’t receive the budget or timetable necessary of a motion picture but we make up for the deficiencies in the details. Learn everything you can from this guy and soak it in. Capeesh?”
“Yes, sir.”
He patted Lorelai’s head and directed me to the gathering.
A Native American man stood in the center of the crowd and cracked open a can of soda. He lounged in a fold-up chair and the others settled in. “I want to thank you for welcoming me to the set. I realize I am a consultant so I promise not to overstep.”
“Wouldn’t be much of a consultant if you don’t.”
The historian laughed at the heckling. “Very well. Some of you met me at the welcome dinner last night. For those of you who did not, I am Dan Elkfoot. Some people like to add in the Dr. title and I do not correct them since I spent six years chasing the elusive Ph.D.” He sipped the Coca-Cola. “My presence on set is to assist in the historical flavor. The legend on which they based your show is rather famous and important to our people. If you do not do us justice, the folks will throw their blame on me.”
Sherry squeezed into the circle. “Dr. Elkfoot, we are thrilled to employ your expertise on set. Not only for the town history but history in general. If anyone is botching the period, speak up. Better you than the trolls in the IMDb goofs later.”
Elkfoot combed a hand through shoulder-length black hair. Twinges of gray speckled the temples. “While I have your attention, perhaps you would allow me to share the legend?”
“Please do.” Sherry spread her arms. “We’re all ears.”
“In 1883 a Union Pacific Railway train rolled through California transporting a fortune in gold. A gaggle of lawman accompanied the loot on the cross-country journey and on many occasions, fought off thieves.” Elkfoot dug his boot into the dirt as he spoke. “It was not until they reached Red Water Creek that an attempt at the treasure bore fruit. Three notorious criminals boarded the train and snuck into the car. They killed two marshals and wounded another in their quest. They got off with more than half of the gold before anyone realized they did it. The wounded marshal provided a description and lawmen from far and wide joined forces to track down the gang.
“They shot and killed two of the outlaws when they fled custody but neither man possessed the stolen fortune. As one died, he claimed he buried the loot by the river where no one would ever find it. So, when the lawman found the third man, Billy Boatman, they approached with care. He represented the last link to the hidden treasure. But Boatman stayed silent. He endured questioning and beatings but he never surrendered the gold. In 1908, he completed his prison sentence and reentered the world.
“Any guesses where Mr. Boatman settled?” He paused for effect. “Red Water Creek. But years passed since the train robbery. The land changed, trees grew, and the railroad expanded. He did not remember where his partners hid the gold. Cursed by what he did, he spent the rest of his days penniless and obsessed with finding what he stole. Forty years went by and the search intensified. The story swelled into a town legend. Tourists come from all over to dig for buried treasure. But still, no one found the missing loot.” Elkfoot dipped his head to the applause. “You are too kind. Thank you for indulging the rambling words of a man dreaming of the past.”
“What wonderful insight. I hope our writers are taking notes,” Sherry said.
“Perhaps not close enough. In your adaption, the sheriff is a woman and Boatman comes off as something of a hero.”
“Welcome to Hollywood, Dr. Elkfoot.” Sherry winked and bustled to her trailer.
Lorelai circled, begging for her walk. “Okay sweet girl. I understand but I’m working. Maybe Justin can take you when he’s done with his fitting.”
Mr. Stanley scrubbed the gray stubble on his chin. “Fine, I’m an old softy for animals. Take your dog on a stroll but don’t be late for the staff meeting.”
“Yes, sir.”
Lorelai led the charge through the park. She sniffed every leaf and dug under every rock. We wandered over a mile from headquarters. “Guess the treasure story struck a chord with you too. But after 150ish years, I doubt you and I will fall face-first into a fortune.”
My pep talk didn’t deter her hunt. Her nose dusted the ground, running her in circles. Finally, she froze at a patch of wildflowers. With excitement, she dove into the dirt and dug at a rapid pace.
“Stop, you’re ruining the flowers.” She smiled with a daisy stuck to her forehead. I contorted for my phone and snapped a blurry but adorable picture.
A tug of my arm and we took off again. “At least stay on the hiking trail.” I kicked at the ground and curled my toes. My cute boots promised to leave behind a blister by morning.
I gripped the leash tighter as a muddy jogger weaved to the side of the path. Dancing on her back legs, Lorelai attempted to charge. She thought it her birthright to chase anyone who ran.
In an attempt to scour every inch of the state park, the curious pup froze near the edge of a construction site. The cardboard sign detailed the plans for the area – a natural saltwater swimming pool built into the land. A marvelous idea I only wished they planned to open sooner. I scanned the mounds of dirt and wondered how they expected to finish by summer.
My arm jerked as Lorelai dragged me downhill. “Hey, we can’t go inside here. The area is marked with orange cones and everything.” I pointed to the gigantic yellow CAT implement. “This isn’t safe.”
The determined Jack Russell pawed at the earth and started into another fit. I tugged the leash but she refused to quit. “Are you on the trail of a gopher or something? What would you do if you found one?” My pup reminded me of Buddy the Elf. She was more likely to hug a wild creature than cause harm.
The digging stopped and she froze. Something shiny protruded from the earth. I gasped. A gold coin. “Lorelai, I permit you to dig. Good girl.”
Her front paws tore into the ground and my mind wandered. I traced the coin in my hand. The gold alone held value but the legend made the artifacts priceless.
Lorelai spun from her hole and dropped a stick at my feet. “No time for playing fetch. We’re looking for buried treasure, remember?”
She barked and pushed the stick at me again. I hollered and yanked the item from her mouth. A stick didn’t have phalanges or tattered clothing. It also didn’t clutch a gold coin. I dropped the skeleton arm into the shallow grave and considered my options.
If Sherry realized what happened, she might fire me. What if Lorelai dug up the town founder who died of natural causes in 1905? Phoning the police wouldn’t help anyone.
I gazed into the pit for answers. Metal protruded. With a tissue, I yanked on the piece. The small shard unearthed to a fancy camera. “Okay, so you aren’t from 1905. Probably not even 2005.”
I tugged on the strap and with it came the victim’s skull. I shut my eyes tight and breathed through my nose. Something about a skeleton was so much worse than a fresh, dead body.
The bony face and hollow eyes stared back at me. Along with a round cavity in the forehead. “Blunt force trauma to the frontal bone or something more accurate from an M.E. who didn’t receive a degree in television police procedurals. But either way, mister, a hole in the head points to murder. Lucky me. Not so much for you.”




3
Big Valley


Like a perfect movie cliché, my cellphone searched and searched for a signal but never managed to place a call.  I tapped my foot and considered my options.
The picturesque mountains didn’t give me a choice. I found myself smack dab in the middle of a dead zone. I stared at my new friend. In more ways than one. Putting the paperweight to use, I snapped pictures of the scene and hoped the skeleton wouldn’t disappear during my absence.
I took a deep breath and tapped a hand against my thigh. “You’ll enjoy this Lorelai. Are you ready to run?”
A howl knocked her to her back feet.
When we finally made it back to HQ, I realized how ridiculously out of running shape I was. But acting and catching bad guys left little time for cardio.
I stopped by craft services and downed a bottle of water. Lorelai matched my place, drowning her entire face in the bowl.
“What a sight you two make.”
I choked on the last sip and erupted into a fit of coughs. “Sherry, I didn’t see you.”
“Did Dr. Elkfoot’s story inspire you to dig for treasure?” She tossed wavy black hair over her shoulder.
I extended my hand. “I’m afraid there might be something to the legend after all.”
Her lips puckered as she reached for the gold coin. “This is real?”
“I found something else but you won’t like it.”
[image: image-placeholder]I whacked a bush and weaved to the unmarked hiking trail. A pebble rattled in my boot, irritating me to no end.
Lois linked her arm through mine. “Are you sure you remember where you unearthed the poor fellow?”
“Of course. You keep an eye on Lorelai. I don’t want her getting too tired after the long walks.”
The pup bebopped on the path, chasing a grasshopper. “You’re right, the little booger is tuckered out.”
“Where did you say you found the skeleton?” The local sheriff swatted at a fly with his peaked cap, revealed a thinning patch of white hair.
“Near the construction site for the new pool.”
“I’m afraid I don’t pay much attention to comings and goings of the state park. This is ranger’s territory.” He picked at the collar of his shirt. “But two reports in one day? Something tells me you are trouble, young lady.”
“An understatement, I assure you.” Sherry navigated the path in pumps and a pencil skirt. The feat puzzled and impressed me.
“Thank you for coming, Mrs. Newton.” I wished she didn’t, but I couldn’t think of anything else to fill the silence.
“I wouldn’t dream of missing this. The discovery of the stolen treasure and perhaps the train robber himself.”
“Who?” I quickly realized she didn’t mean the man who held up our railroad car this morning. “From the legend, right?”
“You’re acting quite jumpy, Tumbler.” Justin’s words brushed the back of my neck.
“Who’s acting?” I hopped to a slick bolder and navigated across a small creek. Cold mountain water swept across the stones, creating a pleasant soundtrack. I leaped to the creek bed and my arms windmilled.
Justin placed a hand on my back, preventing a spill. “Still shook up from earlier?”
“The train? No, I’m torn between excitement and dread. I’m looking forward to working with Mr. Stanley, but I also realize this treasure hunt and murder won’t be soon forgotten.”
“You excel at multitasking.”
“I wish you saw Sherry’s face when I told her. She might fire me if she catches me investigating.”
He offered a hand as we climbed a steep hill. “This case is probably open and shut, so don’t worry. I’m sure Skeletor died of natural causes.”
“Yeah right. What natural phenomena creates a hole in the head?”
His silence spoke volumes.
“How much further?” the sheriff asked. “My dogs are barking.”
Justin pointed. “Construction crane up ahead. About a hundred yards.”
“Keen eye, Mr. Woods.” The sheriff hiked his belt over his round belly. “Hope this is worth the fuss.”
“You seem friendly with the sheriff.” I narrowed my gaze. “Did you court trouble before we arrived?”
“What century is this?”
“I’m practicing for the 1880s.”
The comment drew a smirk from Justin. “Sheriff Taylor showed me his six-shooter collection. He’s a quick-draw champ, so I bugged him for pointers.”
“Is his first name Andy, by any chance?”
“Nope, but his deputy is a goober.”
Sunlight flickered off the beautiful forest, creating a yellowish glow. Sheriff Taylor followed my gaze. “Quite the contrast to this eyesore tearing through the land.”
“The victim is over here.”
Lorelai dragged Lois closer. “I think she remembers. Convenient of her to relax the entire journey and perk up when we arrive.”
“Well?” Sherry spread her arms. “Did he hop to his feet and wander off?”
“Can’t say he did.” Sheriff Taylor removed his hat and reached for his radio. “Ruby, we got ourselves a real mess down in the park near the construction site.”
“What do you need from me, doll?” the woman asked.
“If I knew, I wouldn’t call you talking about the muddle I’m in. Find out who claims jurisdiction and phone the morgue I guess.” He clipped the radio to his belt. “As you can imagine, we don’t deal with this kind of thing every day.”
“Why isn’t this your jurisdiction?” I asked. “Did we leave the county?”
“This is government land.” Taylor dug a heal into the red dirt. “State boys like to be notified before we move forward.”
An idea struck me. A way to stay involved with the case.
“What does this mean for our shooting schedule?” Sherry asked. “Will this cause a delay?”
The sheriff curled a lip. “Can’t understand why, ma’am. Unless you plan to shoot here, the show shouldn’t suffer any consequences.”
“What a relief.” Sherry whipped out her cellphone.
“Don’t bother, no signal.”
She smirked. “My call went through fine.”
I sighed. Another mark against the cheapo provider I afforded.
“What’s going on?” Lois pinched my upper arm. “I can tell when you’re cooking up a scheme.”
“When Sheriff Taylor mentioned jurisdiction, an idea hit me. Who do we know in a state agency who loves clearing cases with us?”
“Agent Cornwallis. Are you sure you want to involve him? He can be a bit of a curmudgeon.”
“But he’s our curmudgeon and he’s already worked in. If the California Bureau of Investigation assigns someone else, they might shut us down and refuse our help.”
“Are you sure he’ll agree to come?” Lois asked.
“I’ll make it worth his while.”
[image: image-placeholder]I twirled the slippery phone case as I planned out the conversation in my head. Once satisfied, I rang the number.
“J-Man how goes the movie shoot? Are you telephoning me for critiques on the script?”
I extended the Samsung Galaxy from my ear, confirming I dialed the correct digits. “Agent Cornwallis, this is Becky Robinson. I’m calling from Justin’s phone because my reception is so poor.”
“Oh.”
“How’s life in the capital? Catching lots of bad guys?”
“I do alright solving cases without you sticking your nose in if that’s what you’re getting at.”
“No, I’m making conversation.” One which did not follow the plan in my head.
“Did you call for a reason?”
“We’re filming south of Sacramento in Red Water Creek.”
“Beautiful country and fantastic fishing.”
“So, I heard. Anyway, the police uncovered a skeleton and the land belongs to a state park, which means they will call in the CBI.”
“I’m not the only guy in the organization so someone else will probably catch.” Cornwallis released a dramatic yawn.
“A lucky break for them. The assignment is practically a paid vacation being the agent in charge is basically babysitting the local department. And people never expect much out of a cold case. They spend a few hours in the office and the rest of the day fishing and relaxing at the hotel.”
“Vacation? I doubt it. The easiest cases are… are more likely to become a pain in the rear end. Between jurisdiction and backwater technology, the crime never gets solved.”
“Not if my team does the legwork, which we will. The CBI agent can relax and show up for the arrest.”
Cornwallis blew out a breath. “Okay, fine. You tempted me with the great outdoors. But if I get stuck working my tail off on this supposed vacation, I’m blaming you, Robins.”
The line clicked. Justin moseyed over, hands in pockets. “How’s Corny?”
“He’s growing eerily close to my real name. One more case, and he might reach Robinson.”
“What’s the official count these days?”
I ticked off the names on my fingers. “Roberson, Robertson, Roberts, and now Robins.”
“Did he agree to request the assignment?” Justin asked.
I nodded. “The devil we know.”
“He isn’t so bad and he’s a decent cop.”
“Deep down, maybe.” I chuckled. “I worry anyone else will banish us from investigating.”
He crossed his arms. “How do you expect to balance Sherry, the prop man, and a mystery?”
“Same way I always do.” I slapped the phone in his palm. “Ye of little faith.”
Sheriff Taylor wiped the sweat from his brow, despite the chilly fall temperature. “The morgue in Tuolumne County is taking their sweet time. This is what happens when you put a female doc in charge of the department. Never a problem when Avery wielded the reins.”
“I beg your pardon.” Sherry spun on her heel and severe eyes bore into the older man. “Are you saying your doctor is subpar because she’s a woman?”
“Girls are too squeamish about death for one thing and second, the workload is too much on her. Take now, she’s making me wait until they fish some drowning victim out of the lake. Might not be here until tomorrow, so I’m forced to assign my men to patrol and ensure no one disturbs the scene.” The lawman threw his hands in the air.
“A narrow-minded chauvinist sheriff, what a shocker.” Red invaded Sherry’s dark complexion.
“And here you are, a Hollywood know-it-all, telling me how I should behave. Never seen one of them before.”
As the pair continued to argue, Lois drifted beside me. “Not to choose sides but I overheard the conversation with the coroner and she didn’t make a strong case for competency.”
“How so?” I asked.
“Sheriff Taylor sent her a picture and she said ‘Nah, doesn’t look like a murder to me. Probably another lost tourist.’ So…”
My brow flickered. “Her professional diagnosis from a photograph?”
“She also said something to the effect of if the state wants to investigate in a timely manner, they can bring their own coroner because she’s far too busy.” Lois spread her arms. “We shouldn’t expect much cooperation from her.”
“Be sure to set Sherry straight.”
“Ha. No, thank you. The last place I want to find myself is on her radar.”
I took a braver approach and stepped between the fighters. “Sheriff Taylor, do you think we can check his pockets for ID?”
“Not on my watch. No one disturbs the scene until the proper authorities tell me otherwise.”
Sherry snapped. “Time to return to set anyhow.”
Justin carried my exhausted puppy and led the way to our base camp. Leaves fluttered around my feet and the beautiful landscape reflected the season’s signature colors.
Sherry pulled me for a sidebar. “A word, Robinson.”
I glanced at the backs of my friends. “We’ll fall behind.”
“Fine by me. I want to make my point crystal clear before we return to HQ. Before you concoct grand plans about your stay in Red Water Creek.”
“I’m not sure I follow.”
Ruby lips set into a harsh line. “Against my better judgment, I continue to employ you. Trouble follows you and when it does, you divert your focus. This time around, I’m a full-fledged producer. I refuse to endure your shenanigans. We’re paying for your time and I expect your undivided attention. No playing detective. No sticking your nose in the case of Who Killed Skin and Bones.”
“What I do in my free time…”
“No such thing when you film on location.” She spun me by the wrist. “And for whatever reason, Woods likes you and becomes entrenched in your schemes. I won’t let the star of this show put himself at risk. If I learn otherwise, one of you must go. Any guess which one I’ll choose?”
“Are you threatening me, Mrs. Newton?”
“Glad we came to an understanding. I’ll make sure this shoot runs smoothly if it kills me.”
She marched ahead to rejoin Justin and Lois. For several beats, I stared at the red dirt covering my new boots.
At the end of my first murder investigation, I saved Prime Suspect and won some favor with Sherry. But the well dried up and I found myself back in the Dragon Lady’s line of fire.
I didn’t doubt her follow through on the threats but I also didn’t agree with her assessment. “I’ll work the case at night when she’s fast asleep and none the wiser.” With a defiant tilt of my chin, I raced to catch up.




4
Rough Riders


The leash tangled around my legs as Lorelai charged down the street, pulling like a Clydesdale. My rolling suitcase hit a rock and stopped short. The momentum from my dog and luggage tore me in opposite directions before I ended up kissing pavement. 
Lois yelped and fell on top of me. Her knee dug into my spleen. “Becky, why did you stop?”
“You act like I had a choice.” I hobbled to my feet and reeled in the troublemaker terrier. “Lorelai, you better not be after another skeleton.”
“Why won’t you tell me what Sherry said?”
“Because you’ll panic.”
“I’m not a panicker.” Lois dusted off her leggings. “But it worries me you aren’t sharing.”
“More of the same. Sherry wants to put me in my place like she’s Lady Mary Crowley.” I sighed and collected the items busting through the broken zipper. “So, where’s this bed and breakfast?”
Lois squinted. “Not sure. Isn’t it weird the lowly staff is staying at a delightful B&B while the actors schlep to some hotel chain out of town?”
“Experience says your assumptions are off.”
“How? Bed and Breakfasts are famous for their charming atmosphere and hospitality.”
I snagged a notecard from my pocket. “At any rate, we are to check in with Gwen DelVecchio. She’s handling bookings for the spillover crew.”
“Hmm. You might be right. The term ‘spillover crew’ is giving me pause.”
“Besides, I doubt Sherry would set me up at the Ritz, or you by association.”
“What’s the name of the place?”
My head twisted, struggling to read my writing. “Serenity Bed and Breakfast. Hey, do you think we’ll run into Malcolm Reynolds?”
“Who?”
“Why won’t you take my recommendation to binge Firefly? Their ship is called Serenity. The show is basically a space western and you’ll love it.”
“You lost me at spaceship.” She put a hand on her hip. “But the B&B version is three blocks away according to Google Maps.”
“Excellent.” I stretched my toes inside my stiff boots. “Because I chose the wrong day to break in new shoes.”
“Is there ever a right day?”
As we approached the three-story Victorian cottage, I doubted my original assessment. The robin’s egg blue paint shined amongst a green garden and fall foliage. Two dozen steps lined the path to a picturesque porch. “Or maybe spillover is a positive term.”
“Such a negative Nellie.” Lois huffed as she traversed the last step. “Though I could do without the Everest climb.”
I turned the doorknob and stepped into the lobby, a stark contrast from the traditional exterior. Inside, the decorator chose an eclectic theme. A mixture of fortune teller carnival gypsy in the old west. “One in six.”
“Huh?”
“Oh, I thought you asked me what our chances are of being murdered here tonight.” I flashed a Jim Halpert face to the imaginary camera. “But seriously, this place gives off a haunted vibe.”
Lois locked eyes with a stuffed owl. “Or run by Norman Bates.”
“I’m not sure which option terrifies me more.” I lowered the handle of my suitcase and rang the bell at the front desk. “We’re looking for Gwen DelVecchio.”
An artsy woman in colorful clothes swished her hands. “You’re looking at her. Welcome to Serenity.”
“Can’t say I expected an Asian woman with the name DelVecchio.”
I threw an elbow. “Lois.”
“What? I’m Asian too, so I’m allowed to point it out.”
 “Chinese mother and an Italian father. You aren’t the first people to question the surname.” Gwen’s mouth spread into a toothpaste commercial smile. “You must be with the television crew.”
“What an interesting place this is.” I scanned the crowded walls. “Unique.”
“I pulled pieces from my many passions to create the design.” Gwen’s bracelets rattled as she opened a guest book. “I’m also a wee bit psychic, so I can’t help but add a sprinkle of the occult.”
“Like witchcraft?” Lois pursed her lips.
Gwen twirled a strand of hair around her finger. “I always thought I would make a killer witch. Plus, the costumes are pretty rad. But the clairvoyant thing is enough of a quirk. I don’t want to intimidate everyone I meet.” She snagged keys from the rack. “I’ll show you to your room.”
“I hope you don’t mind dogs. Your website didn’t specify.” I crossed my fingers, wishing she tossed us out of the haunted hotel.
“Not at all. She is a total sweetheart and I’m an excellent judge of character.” Gwen twirled the keyring. “But I’m a bit miffed your studio cheaped out and booked everyone with roommates. I wouldn’t say no to operating at full capacity. Wouldn’t hurt my wallet’s feelings either.”
“We’re fine sharing.” Lois chewed her lip.
I used my psychic powers to read her thoughts. She wouldn’t stay alone in a room for all the money in the world.
Gwen dropped us off at 313 and I locked the door behind her. “Any chance Justin will swap rooms with us? I can lie and tell him how charming it is.”
“Becky, she put us in 313. An unlucky number in a ghostly inn run by a psychic witch.”
“One approach but I’m thinking about pitching it differently.”
“Sherry won’t let the stars switch. They babysit them for curfew and whatnot.”
“They do?”
“Didn’t you notice on set? Someone in a headset is always following the actors.” Lois mimed a radio. “Justin Woods is 10-1.” She covered the receiver. “Code for a bathroom break. No luck cracking the other numbers yet.”
“Goodness, glad to hear he wasn’t 10-2.”
I lugged my suitcase to my bed and Lorelai plopped beside it. Tongue panting, she sprawled across the comforter and knocked out. The walks finally drained her energy level.
The brass bedframe groaned as I unzipped my bag and retrieved a change of clothes. Floral wallpaper covered every inch of the wall and Victorian portraits hung over both beds. I tilted my head as I studied Lois’ routine. “Why are you taking down the paintings?”
“These are probably the people who died in this room. Rather them not watch me as I’m sleeping.”
“Or what if they protect the room from other spirits?”
Lois returned the oval frames to the hook. “I recognize you’re teasing but I don’t see the point in risking anything.”
I stroked Lorelai’s coarse fur. “Any guesses to the mystery man in the shallow grave?”
“Are you sure he’s a man?”
“Based on the shape of the skull and the prominent jawbone…” I ran out of Dr. Temperance Brennan’s words. “The skeleton wore men’s clothing so I made a leap.”
“How long does it take for a body to decompose into a heap of bones?” Lois asked. “The killer probably buried him in the park a decade or two ago, right?”
“According to television, decay varies drastically depending on the elements – weather, bugs, and animals. Anywhere from weeks to years. Clothing, on the other hand, takes much longer.”
“And his was intact. At least from where I stood. I didn’t insist on a clear view of the fella.”
“Agent Cornwallis will tell us more in the morning. In the meantime, I’m starving.” I grabbed my toiletry bag and shuffled to the bathroom. “I better get ready if we plan to make it to dinner on time.”
“I’ll be waiting.” Lois collapsed on her bed and gazed at the ceiling. “And what haunted room would be complete without a bloodstain on the ceiling?”
I craned my neck. “Probably a rusty watermark from an old leak upstairs.”
“Solid theory if we didn’t occupy a room on the top floor.” Lois covered her face with a feather pillow and squealed.
Lorelai took the outburst as an invitation to attack. The puppy hopped on her head and dug into her hair. Lois rolled over, laughing and begging for mercy. Lorelai didn’t quit until her mark fell to the carpet. Lois’ sleek black hair turned into a knotted bird’s nest.
I covered my mouth and suppressed my amusement. “I hope you didn’t forget your hairbrush.”
[image: image-placeholder]The Uber driver dropped us in front of the Twin Bliss Resort and Spa a few minutes after seven. “We’re almost on time.”
Lois rolled her eyes. “We hundred percent pulled the short straw. This place is a celebrity retreat.”
The exterior design reminded me of a gigantic log cabin bungalow. Palm trees surrounded the multiple pools on the property and fire pits flickered from balconies. “Who wants to stay at a generic hotel with shiny amenities?”
“Me.”
Justin met us in the lobby with a somber expression. “I want to apologize in advance.”
“Finally found you.” Ashton’s wedges clomped across the tile floor. “I’m starting to think you’re trying to give me the slip.”
“Busted.” Justin shoved his hands in the pockets of his jeans. “Ashton invited herself to dinner with us.”
“Did she?” The question seeped through my gritted teeth. “How fun.”
“You make me sound pushy.” The actress playfully swatted her costar. “I’m jumping into the show late, so Sherry suggested we spend time together and work on our chemistry.”
“Should we reschedule?” Lois asked.
“Slight confession.” Ashton folded her hands and expensive jewelry caught the light. “I’m nervous about playing a gunfighter sheriff. The cast and crew are buzzing about the body you found, and I want to follow you in your little investigation to help develop my character.”
My nose twitched. “Amateur detective is a long cry from gunslinger in the old west.”
“Not as much as you might think.” Ashton threw one arm around me and one around Lois. “You’re looking at your newest team member.”
I shrugged out of her grasp. “Unfortunately, Sherry forbid… forbade? She banned me from investigating.”
“That’s what she told you?” Lois gasped.
“Such a shame,” Justin said. “Ashton, try Sheriff Taylor. I bet he would oblige.”
“You let me handle Sherry.” She winked. “I’m feeling like sushi tonight.”
I already endured a stomachache and I didn’t need to double down with raw seafood wrapped in seaweed.




5
Apple Dumpling Gang


The piano riff played on my cell phone, waking me well before sunrise. But if I planned to investigate a potential murder and keep my job,  I’d forfeit decent sleep. The noise jarred me from a REM cycle and I knocked my phone from the nightstand to the carpet.
“Lois, time to get up.” The light flicked on, causing temporary blindness. I blinked a few times until I adjusted. My roommate sat on top of her comforter with her legs crossed at the ankles. “You look dressed and ready to go.”
“I refuse to play the person running from a ghost in an embarrassing nightgown.”
I stretched for my hairbrush on the dresser, doing my best to avoid disturbing the snoring pup. “Did you catch any winks?”
“Yeppers. I enjoyed a full hour and a half before a moaning ghoul woke me from a dead sleep.”
“Not very considerate from Casper. How are you going to survive this job?” I unlocked my phone and checked the messages. “Ooh, Cornwallis arrived early this morning and he wants to meet for breakfast.”
“Better hurry. When are you due at headquarters?”
“Not until nine, so plenty of time.” I didn’t often wake up and utter those words.
After applying a dusting of makeup and dressing at world record speed, we hustled across the street to the Miner Forty-Niner Diner. I giggled at the sign. “Who doesn’t love a cute rhyme?”
“Makes me think of the Scooby-Doo villain.”
Justin jogged up behind us and flung open the door. “Fancy meeting you here.”
“Did your buddy Corny call you?” I asked.
He grimaced. “I’m regretting handing out my phone number. He calls me a few times a week to pitch a new screenplay or run ideas for an episode of Prime Suspects.”
“One television credit and the fame goes straight to his head.”
Lois stroked her chin. “Remind me why we got Cornwallis a writing gig.”
“Because he let us tag along on the Vicky Berryhill case… which we solved. He came up smelling like roses thanks to us.” I marched to the back of the diner. “I’m beginning to think this partnership is a one-way street.”
“If… if it isn’t my favorite group of sleuths.” Cornwallis spread his arms from one end of the booth to the other and in the process, dipped his necktie in his coffee. He wrung out the geometric design. “Take a seat and order. Breakfast is on me.”
Justin plucked a menu from behind the ketchup. “You’re in a cheery mood.”
“Can’t beat the mountain fresh air.”
I craned to read the menu over Justin’s shoulder, and my eye caught the pancakes and apple butter. “Did the coroner contact you?”
“A courtesy call, but she’s backed up and won’t make it to the scene until late today.”
“Is no one concerned by the skeleton?” Lois asked.
“He waited this long and not like he’s going anywhere.” Cornwallis motioned to the waitress. “I’ll take another cup of coffee and the pioneer man platter.”
Lois and I ordered the sampler to split. The perfect compromise for the indecisive.
“Slice of warm apple pie and a glass of milk for me.” Justin spun his menu.
I checked the prospector clock on the wall. “Pie at 6:30?”
“People eat doughnuts and no one judges. Why exclude pie and cake from the most important meal of the day? I blame marketers.” Justin unwrapped his silverware from a paper napkin. “You guys are regretting not following my lead, aren’t you?”
“Nope. I’m trying to decide which member of the Apple Dumpling Gang you are – Don Knotts or Tim Conway.” I slid on the booth and turned my shoulders to face Cornwallis. “Any news on the skeleton, aside from the coroner’s excuses? Do you want to drop by the crime scene before work?”
He slurped coffee. “Already went this morning. Made a preliminary identification based on the wallet in the victim’s pocket.”
“Who?” Lois asked.
“Now don’t go blabbing info because we can’t officially rule anything before dental records and fingerprints… not so much the latter in this case. The wallet might turn out stolen or something stranger so for now, we only speculate the vic’s identity.”
Was Corny purposely dragging out the case to enjoy a longer vacation? I shuffled the thought to the back of my mind. “Who is he?”
The agent flipped open a pocket-sized notebook. He placed it flat on the table and the ink on the paper mixed in a wet spot of condensation. He blew on the coffee ring, attempting to airdry the pages. “Name is Mark Boatman, sixty-two years old. He would be anyhow. No idea his age when he died.”
“Did his family…” Lois froze when the waitress returned with our drinks and waited for her to leave. “…Report him missing?”
“Nope. His daughter and half-brother are locals. I’ll make the notification after breakfast.”
“How did no one report him missing? Bodies don’t decay overnight.”
“Why don’t you tag along and ask for yourself, Robins?”
Corny’s offer surprised me. “Count me in.”
“Does the name ring a bell to anyone else?” Justin clanked his knife on the glass of milk. “Whoa, Boatman is the real-life guy my character is based on.”
“Ya… you lost me.” The agent tugged on his earlobe. “You played with the victim?”
“From the gold robber legend.” I sucked in a breath. “Mark Boatman must be a descendant of the outlaw.”
Lois’ eyes widened. “Plot twist. What are the odds he’s found dead the week we film a pilot about his granddad or distant family?”
My pulse raced as theories invaded my mind. “I’m more interested in the gold coin found with him. Perhaps Boatman discovered granddaddy’s treasure and got himself killed.”
“Tap the breaks with the wild guesses.” Cornwallis ruffled a hand through his thinning red locks. “We talk to the family first. Boatman is the local doctor and people would miss him if he’s gone. My guys at the office are running his financials. Won’t take long to find out if or when he disappeared into the park.”
Despite the hesitance from Cornwallis, I trusted the identification of the victim. People didn’t show up dead carrying another man’s wallet. Did they?




6
Dr. Quinn, Medicine Woman


A fter breakfast, we strolled the short distance to the doctor’s office on Magnolia Drive. The owners retrofitted an old duplex. The door on the left advertised a therapist named Chuck Church.
I climbed the steps and approached the right side of the duplex. The name on the door still read Boatman. “The practice didn’t change hands.”
“Doesn’t mean anything one way or the other.” Cornwallis pounded his fist into the door.
A woman in her late twenties passed the screen, munching on a candy bar. She hid the bite in her cheek like a squirrel rummaging for nuts in the winter. “You startled me. People around here aren’t fans of knocking. Silly how I’m less surprised by intruders.”
“Sorry to disturb you, ma’am, we’re here to speak to Maggie Boatman.”
She swung the screen. “You found her. Although most people refer to me as my childhood nickname, Skipper. I’m the nurse practitioner.”
Cornwallis flashed his badge and made introductions. “Can we talk somewhere private, Miss Boatman? This is regarding your father.”
“My office is down the hall to the right.” The color drained from Maggie’s cheeks. “I better call my uncle. He’s next door.”
While we awaited her return, I took the opportunity to snoop around her workspace. Tidy with a modern flair. White furniture, muted pastels, and natural light provided a calming environment. But the lingering aroma of disinfectant and bleach made it impossible to forget where we waited.
Cornwallis snagged a picture from the wall and whistled. “Caught a rainbow trout with her old man. Wonder if the fishing hole is local.”
“Snowboarding, hiking, kayaking, bungy jumping.” My eyes danced across the extreme sports memories. Most featured a handsome middle-aged man – her father.
Maggie bustled inside flipping curls over her shoulder. “This is my uncle. They’re bringing news about my dad.”
“Preacher.” The blonde-haired man extended his hand. “Did something happen my brother?”
Cornwallis cleared his throat. “I’m sorry to be the one to tell you this, Reverend, but we found Dr. Boatman’s wallet in the woods.”
Maggie sucked in a breath. “This is about the body you uncovered. The whole town is talking about it. Did you ID my father?”
“We’re waiting on dental records but we’re reasonably sure since we recovered his billfold.”
“Do you need us to make an identification at the morgue?” Preacher asked.
“Not necessary.” Cornwallis flipped open his pad. “When is the last time you heard from Dr. Boatman?”
“Three days ago.” Maggie swiped tears. “I can’t believe this is happening.”
“Three days?” I couldn’t hold my outburst. “That can’t be right.”
Maggie opened a drawer and removed a postcard. “He sent this from Costa Rica. I guess he came home to surprise us.”
Preacher put an arm around his niece. “How did he die?”
Corny tapped his pen. “I’m a little confused on the timeline, folks. When did Boatman leave for Costa Rica?”
“He’s traveled all over South America. My dad is an adrenaline junky.” Maggie laughed between sobs. “His adventure of a lifetime.”
“And he left us with a struggling practice and no doctor,” Preacher said.
My pen danced between them. “You run the office together in Boatman’s absence?”
“I’m the therapist next door. Between a nurse practitioner and a therapist, we manage most of the town’s medical problems. But I’m afraid my brother left us a mess when he flited off to South America.”
“Ah, so you’re Chuck Church.” Corny made a note. “I’m guessing you aren’t a real preacher.”
A laugh busted from his belly. “Not far from it, my friend. I write self-help books and assist people in finding their inner peace. People call me the ‘Common Sense Therapist’. I probably can rustle up a copy if you’re interested, Agent.”
Preacher’s words rolled in a slow, level baritone. The type of voice created to cure insomnia. I couldn’t decide if it made him a better or worse therapist.
“I wouldn’t say no if you’re offering. The wife points out areas for improvement.”
“I hear you, my man.”
“Is now really the time?” Maggie asked. She crossed her arms over her chest. “How did my father die?”
I narrowed my gaze, confused by the entire situation. Though new to the notification process, I thought both the daughter and uncle behaved weirdly. Then again, grief never hit people the same.
“We’re still looking into his death,” Cornwallis said.
“We’re compiling a timeline of events, so it would help if you remembered the exact day he left Red Water Creek.” My pen hovered over the notepad, awaiting an answer.
“I can’t recall the date but I took over around five years ago.” Maggie’s eyes drifted upward. “June or July.”
“Dr. Boatman hasn’t been home in five years?” Cornwallis coughed on his hard candy.
“He sends postcards.”
The comment drew an eye roll from Preacher. “He isn’t the most responsible guy around. He never acted his age. But he expected Maggie to handle everything while he hopped from one adventure to the next. He left without warning like he fled the country.”
The picture began to form. “Did you ever talk on the phone? Facetime?”
“What are you insinuating?” Maggie’s brows knit together. “What aren’t you saying about my father?”
“Way to paint me into a corner, Robins.” Cornwallis fidgeted with his necktie. “The state of decomposition tells us the man we found didn’t die in the last few days.”
“It can’t be Dad. The postcard proves as much.” Maggie grinned. “You misidentified him.”
“We don’t think so, ma’am.”
“Is there anyone in Dr. Boatman’s life who might want to hurt him?” I asked.
“Everyone in town loves him. He’s a superhero in the community.”
“Not everyone.” Preacher fluffed his hair. “A few jilted exes come to mind. Not to mention angry patients.”
“Ignore my uncle. Sometimes jealousy overcomes him.”
“We aren’t ruling out foul play yet, so I appreciate it if you write down your list,” Cornwallis said.
“This is a waste of time.” Maggie lurched from her chair. “You’ll realize I’m right when the dental records don’t match. I can’t imagine how Dad’s wallet ended up with the body, but it isn’t him.”
“Why are you so quick to dismiss the notion?” Preacher followed her to the door. “This makes sense. Our letters came back return to sender. He didn’t call for five years, Skipper. Face facts.”
“He sent postcards.” She threw open a drawer. “Dozens.”
“Can we take these for analysis?” Corny asked. “Will give ‘em back undamaged.”
“Sure. It will prove the truth.” Maggie grabbed a lab coat from the coat rack. “I need to go; my patient is here.”
We trailed Preacher into his side of the duplex. A life-sized cardboard cutout of himself holding his book blocked the entryway. He snagged a copy from the shelf. “She’s showing the classics stages of grief and obviously in denial.”
Corny shook the shoe box. “Can you explain the postcards?”
Preacher opened his desk drawer and poured some kind of liquor. “I sent them. I mailed a couple of dozen to a buddy and he forwarded them with the proper postage. My prints are all over them and one of those handwriting analyses will prove I wrote them.”
“Why?”
“Boatman and I are brothers but from another generation. The one thing we share is crummy parents. Mom ran out on him and did the same to me twenty years later. I didn’t want Maggie to carry the same baggage.” He plopped on the sofa. “I realize she’s grown but abandonment doesn’t expire after you turn eighteen. He left the practice without a word. After a week, a postcard comes. The letter pulled her out of deep depression. Months went by and no more came, so I jotted little messages and they cheered her up again.”
“I’m confused, a minute ago you told Maggie to give up hope. Why the change?” I asked.
“Shielding her from the truth isn’t possible anymore. She needs to prepare herself.”
Cornwallis unbuttoned his jacket and eased to the couch. “Did you ever think something happened to the doc?”
“He left the picture of health and young beyond his years. But he’s a guy pushing sixty. The extreme adventures are a young man’s game. I figured life caught up with him or he chose to stay away. Either way, I didn’t have the heart to tell Maggie.”
“Instead, you let her believe a lie?” I pointed to the bookshelf. “What chapter is that in the commonsense guide?”
“I failed her as a therapist but as her uncle, I wanted to protect her.”
“What about this myth thing?” Corny asked. “Is the doc related to the outlaw Boatman?”
“On his father's side. Something he never let me forget.” Preacher strode to the shelf. “He’s Red Water Creek’s very own legend. To this day, people still hunt the treasure.”
I reached for the book. “Dan Elkfoot, your town historian wrote this?”
“Signed it for me too.” Preacher stroked his chin. “I’m disappointed to say his story is selling better than my self-help guide.”
Cornwallis stood. “Thanks for your time, Preacher and don’t forget to send me the list. Anyone your brother had a beef with.”
“Do you think he ever made it to Costa Rica?” He shook his head and slid a copy of his book across the desk. “Enjoy, Agent, and tell your friends. Our boys in blue need to stay mentally fit.”
I checked the time as we exited the office. “Do the family notifications always go like this?”
“Thankfully, no.” Cornwallis put his hands on his hips. “What happened to the promise you made? This case is a day old and already a crazy mess of lies. Tentative ID on the vic, fibs from the half-brother, denial from the daughter, and a laundry list of enemies.”
“I think most detectives refer to those as leads.”
“Well, whatever you call them, they’re gonna cut into my fishing and relaxing.”
“I told you, Corny, we’re on it. We’re forming a picture of the victim and developing a timeline. Five years is plausible with the
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