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			To Darlene, Ronda, and Shirley

			Who add the polish

		

	
		
			If I whet my glittering sword,

			And my hand takes hold on judgement,

			I will render vengeance to my enemies,

			And repay those who hate me.

			Deuteronomy 32:41
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			Sheriff Peter Elliot sat high above town on his front porch swing, listening as the hum of vehicles and voices faded, replaced with breeze-rustled leaves and an occasional yipping dog. At times like these, in the deep quiet of the night, Peter would pause the creaking of his swing and listen closely. Echoes from a time gone by flowed from the accumulated dust of eroded granite that made up the rough earthen streets of Anderson, Montana. Muffled rattles of wagon wheels and cracking whips blended with neighing horses and the clang of a blacksmith’s hammer. Such was life in the original settlement, an outpost of the vast Anderson Ranch. Among locals it was acknowledged that the small town of Anderson, deep in the center of Stone County, Montana, carried an unexplainable aura of enchantment.

			Peter woke cold and stiff, the pattern of the porch swing cushion etched into his cheek and his mahogany hair more unruly than usual. A hot shower loosened his joints and a vigorous walk in the crisp morning air cleared the fog from his brain. Late summer rains rutted the dirt road leading from Peter’s cozy bungalow to Anderson’s stately brick and granite courthouse. Peter carefully traversed the rough road while his German Shepherd, Zack, trained police dog and faithful friend, jogged by his side, stopping now and then to sniff under a bush.

			In the second-floor sheriff’s department, Peter found his deputies gathered around a white bakery box, engaged in their morning ritual of donuts and updates.

			Crumbs dusted Deputy Helen’s uniform shirt and filtered through cracks between buttons and straining fabric. She kept her hair in a honey-highlighted bob rather than the long gray braid from past years but was losing the battle with her weight. Complacency brought on by contentment kept her dipping into the donut box.

			“Huckleberries are ripe,” she said. “I saved you a jelly-filled.”

			“Thanks,” said Peter, pulling up a chair and picking the last huckleberry donut out of the box. He broke off a piece and tossed it to Zack. “Anything exciting happening?”

			“It’s quiet even for Anderson,” replied Travis, blond and buff office clerk, and forensic enthusiast. “Not a single drunken fight or domestic call last night.”

			“Good. Where’s Angus?”

			“Out on a complaint. The perpetual garage sale is oozing onto the sidewalk again.”

			Peter rolled his eyes. “Does it seem to you he collects more stuff than he sells?”

			“My theory is Fred ran out of room in his own house and bought an empty lot for expansion,” said Helen.

			“I’ll go give Angus a hand.” Peter grabbed a chocolate-frosted and whistled for Zack. “Fred could argue the teats off a milk cow.”

			“You forgot your hat,” said Travis.

			Peter found folks expected a western sheriff to dress the part, and responded accordingly. That and his six-foot-five, two-hundred-pound frame lent authority to his position. He lifted his required Stetson off the rack and tapped it firmly into place with only a minuscule smudge of chocolate on the brim.

			The closest route to Main Street and the perpetual garage sale was through the hidden exit in Peter’s office and that’s the way he chose to go. In the late 1800s, when the courthouse was being built, the sitting sheriff made a special request for the secret doorway. He could think of no better way to avoid angry citizens and pesky reporters. Peter appreciated the shortcut. A brief walk down a steep hill and across the street brought him to the one blemish in an otherwise pretty place.

			Angus’s face was almost as red as his hair, his tightly wound wiry frame on the verge of erupting. Fred’s enormous sweatpants-clad bottom was stuffed in a recliner in the middle of the boardwalk, and he remained unmoved as did the hodgepodge cluttered around him. An end table filled with empty pop cans and snack bags sat next to the chair.

			“Hey, Fred,” said Peter, aware of the relief on Angus’s face at the sound of reinforcement.

			“Sheriff. Good to see you. Are you looking for anything in particular? I’m holding back a few special items for exclusive customers.”

			“No, Fred. I’m not shopping. Do you have a license to hold a sidewalk sale?”

			Fred scratched a large mole on his chin, pursed his thick lips, and considered. “Well, no, I don’t believe I do.”

			With a wide-mouthed smirk, he pulled a folded sheet of paper, smudged and torn, from his faded plaid shirt pocket. Making a show of smoothing the wrinkles, clearing his throat, and flicking a long tongue, he read:

			“City ordinance five-two dash four. Retail businesses are permitted to use the area in front of their stores in the process of conducting business.” He folded the paper and returned it to his pocket.

			“You’re missing a few important points.”

			“And what would those be, Sheriff?”

			“You know perfectly well you don’t have a retail business license. You have a special ‘garage sale’ permit. Even if you did have the proper license, you would be in violation.”

			Fred’s smug smirk visibly sagged.

			“The ordinance states there must be at least five feet of walking space between displays of merchandise and the roadway. You’ve taken up the entire boardwalk. People are walking in the street to get around you and your mess.”

			Fred eyed a group of tourists giving him dirty looks as they stepped into the gutter. Few suspected decaying concrete sidewalks were hidden beneath the weathered wooden boardwalks, or that the colorful paint adorning late Victorian era houses dressed in towers and turrets was anything but original. Visitors came to immerse themselves in the romance of another era and Fred’s overflowing lot of modern-day trash marred the illusion.

			“If you continue reading the ordinance, you will also note that sale items may only be displayed between the hours of eight a.m. and five p.m. According to the complaint our office received, you’ve had your junk sitting out here night and day for an entire week.”

			Fred’s large face puffed in irritation. “This is pure discrimination, Sheriff. I intend to file a harassment complaint.”

			“You can do that when you come to the courthouse to pay your fine. Write him a ticket, Angus.”

			Fred bristled. “A ticket for what!”

			“Public nuisance. That’s up to five hundred dollars and/or six months in jail. You’d better hope Judge Knowles is having a good day.”

			Angus flipped the cover on his ticket book, arranged the pages, and clicked open his pen. “How do you spell your last name, Fred?”

			Fred crossed his arms and huffed.

			“We could charge you with refusing to comply with a police officer,” said Peter.

			“F. I. L. M. O. R. E.”

			“Filmore?” clarified Angus, as he wrote the letters.

			“Yeah.”

			Angus finished filling out the ticket and laid it on the cluttered end table after Fred refused to take it.

			“The ticket is valid whether you take it out of the officer’s hand or not, Fred,” said Peter.

			He turned back as he and Angus were walking away. “We’ll be back at five oh one. If this boardwalk isn’t cleared, you’ll get another citation.”
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			In the early days, finding a job never crossed Fred’s mind. He sponged off his mother until she died and her social security benefits departed with her. All she left him was a ramshackle farmhouse with a pleasant view. Food stores running low, Fred coveted a cash cow. An actual animal would be too much work and he had no intention of working for a living.

			Flipping through television channels one day, Fred stumbled on American Pickers, a show about two men traveling the countryside, sorting through sheds and barns, looking for antiques and collectibles. Dumbfounded at first, he became intrigued at the worth of what some people would consider junk. He studied and took notes, watching several antique shows and reading antiquing magazines until he had a basic knowledge.

			Fred realized he had an abundance of treasure in his mother’s house. While he emptied the attic of cherished family heirlooms, he learned the trade and made connections with buyers. Eventually, he reached the bottom of his mother’s hoard and was forced to hit the road in search of other people’s treasures.

			Deserted farmhouses and barns were Fred’s top choice. Most were looted before he got there, but now and then he found a place locked and left vacant. The owners either dead or warehoused in an old folks home and the house left to rot.

			Fred traded his sedan for a cargo van and invested in a tire iron for breaking windows and doors. He traveled in ever widening circles, robbing and looting as he went. As soon as he had the van full of potential treasures he left an area, leaving plenty of distance between the robbery and his next big heist.

			Success brought confidence. In areas scarce of abandoned homesteads, he targeted those still inhabited, scouting places with a rundown air, folks in need of cash. Fred lacked natural charm and had never been taught manners, but he studied what he saw on television and mastered the art. He cleaned himself up. A haircut and neat button-down plaid shirt. Cowboy boots and a silver belt buckle from a pawn shop. He found it appealed to ranchers and their wives, made them feel at ease. He learned patience.

			Fred perfected his scam through decades of practice. He was lazy, but he wasn’t stupid. His cost of goods was zero and profits were high. A negative was the amount of work he had to put out in order to acquire goods. While ruminating over the problem in a diner one day, he overheard a conversation in the next booth. Two men discussed in hushed tones “cargo” and “acquisition” and, best of all, “antiques.” To innocent ears, the conversation was between legitimate businessmen. Fred knew better. One look told him these were not businessmen. Grubby jeans, stained T-shirts, callused hands. These were looters. He picked up his plate and pushed his way uninvited into the booth and conversation. Undercover law enforcement couldn’t be as convincing as Fred. The men readily confessed to pilfering and moving antiques and collectibles for another dealer. Fred offered them a better deal. Instantly he moved up in the hierarchy of stolen goods, from looter to dealer.

			Solving one problem brought on another. He needed a permanent place to store stock, somewhere for his new looter employees to deliver goods. Somewhere remote, under the radar of law enforcement.

			Fred studied a map of the United States, followed back roads to Interstate 90, and headed west. As he drove, cities became smaller and further apart. Abandoned homesteads dotted the landscape. Rugged mountains loomed in the distance.

			Late one night, in search of a motel, Fred exited the interstate, took a wrong turn, and found himself on a two-lane highway. Too tired to turn around, he decided to drive to the nearest town.

			The sign along the road read, ‘Welcome to Anderson Montana.’ Good enough. A red neon ‘vacancy’ caught his eye. ‘The Sapphire Inn’ held steady in blue. Even in the dark he could see the motel had seen better days. It would do for the night. He would get himself back on track in the light of day.

		

	
		
			[image: ]

			3

			Peter watched his desk clock flip to five p.m. He stuck a paperclip in his paperback to hold the place and tucked it into his desk drawer.

			Angus poked his head in the door.

			“Ready to check on Fred?”

			“Grab your citation pad. There’s no way he moved all that stuff off the boardwalk by himself.”

			“How did he get it out there?”

			“Good point. We can always hope.”

			Peter left his hat on the hook. There are certain things a Stetson can’t fix. He whistled to Zack. “Let’s get this over with.”

			Angus, Zack, and Peter took the shortcut through his narrow office stairway and down the steep dirt hill. Holly Noelle, owner of The Sapphire Pit, where tourists sifted through buckets of dirt in search of sapphires, was standing on the boardwalk in front of her sorting lot, staring across the street.

			“Hi, Holly,” said Peter, remembering the days when that ‘hi’ would have been followed by a hug and a kiss.

			Holly brushed an errant strand of dark curls out of her eyes, leaving a smear of dirt on her forehead. “Look what he did,” she said, pointing across the street.

			If Peter were a betting man, he’d say the mound had grown since the confrontation that morning, or maybe it was the added décor. Twinkling Christmas lights wrapped around tattered lamp shades and snaked through twisted metal bed frames. Dozens of balloons floated on colorful metallic cords tied to various pieces of junk.

			“I guess that’s our answer,” said Angus.

			Holly gave Peter an accusing look. “What did you do to cause this reaction?”

			“He’s hardly a victim. I told him to get his junk off the boardwalk.”

			Peter stepped off the curb and crossed the street, Zack at his side. The battered easy chair was empty of everything except a thick layer of potato chip crumbs.

			“Fred!” yelled Peter into the jungle of second-hand treasures.

			No answer.

			“You take that side, Angus, and I’ll go around the other. He has to be in there somewhere.”

			Peter glanced to the side and then across the street. Angus, attention entirely focused on Holly, jumped when Peter yelled, “Angus!”

			A deep red blush covered his freckles as he trotted across the street. Flirting with the boss’s ex-girlfriend wouldn’t earn him any brownie points.

			“Fred has to be in this mess somewhere,” repeated Peter. “You go around that way and I’ll search in this direction.”

			An odor of decay and mold permeated the inner sanctum of the perpetual garage sale. Angus gagged, pulled a silk scarf out of a pouch on his duty belt, and wrapped it around his face. Peter contemplated his chances of a lung infection. They searched through wobbly stacks of cast-off furniture and racks of used clothes until they met in the middle.

			“Looks like he decorated and then hightailed it out of here,” said Angus. “Do you know where he lives?”

			“In an old farmhouse next to the landfill, last I knew. That’s where he gets most of this stuff.”

			Avoiding the awkwardness of Holly across the street, Peter led Angus up the hill to the historic Clara Hotel, built by town founder Charles Anderson for his wayward daughter. A man of honor, Charles lived and died unaware that Clara ran a lucrative brothel in the elegant hotel.

			A dapper man in a coat and vest reminiscent of the style worn in the old west stood at the hotel entrance. Manager Phil Meyer, hands on hips and a scowl on his face, confronted Peter. “You’ve got to do something about that mess, Sheriff. On top of the unsightly view, when the wind gets up just right, the smell goes straight into our dining room. If it’s blowing hard enough, the stench clears out the guest rooms upstairs. We’ve had three reservations walk out today.”

			“We’re working on it, Phil. Are you the one who called in the complaint?”

			Phil looked worried. “This is all confidential, isn’t it?”

			“Fred’s mess on the boardwalk is against city ordinance. It’s not like you don’t have anything to complain about.”

			“Don’t want to start any trouble though,” said Phil with a nervous laugh, backing away a few steps. “You won’t tell Fred I said anything, will you?”

			“Not if he doesn’t ask. You have a good day, Phil.” Peter whistled to Zack and continued his hike up the hill, Angus close at his heels.

			“That was weird,” said Angus. “Almost like he’s afraid of Fred.”

			“Yeah. Weird. Let’s go find Fred.”

			In the courthouse parking lot, Peter opened the side door of his Ford Explorer and loaded Zack into the special canine kennel compartment. He and Angus climbed in the front and buckled their seat belts. They drove through town, shaking their heads at the now decorated eyesore of Fred’s lot.

			The county landfill was located south of town, strategically far enough in the hills to prevent runoff contamination of Flint Creek and secluded enough to keep debris and odor from reaching town or outlying farmsteads. Outside the gates of the landfill, a potholed dirt track led into a shallow ravine and around to the back of the main dumping area.

			The Explorer bounced its way along the rough track, tossing Angus and Peter against the windows and straining seatbelts. Zack was reduced to whimpers and Angus held his hands out to protect his face and head from the beating.

			“Are you sure this is a road?” he asked.

			As they neared the lowest part of the ravine, Angus was surprised to see that only the front of the landfill was enclosed. The tall chain link fence ended abruptly at the bottom of the pit.

			“What’s the point of the gate in front?” asked Angus, a recent transplant from the nearby town of Rumsey.

			“The town council didn’t want to spend the money to fence the entire area. They figured most people would stop at a locked gate and not bother to drive around back.”

			“I agree. Not many people would brave this road.”

			The turbulence came to an abrupt end in front of a decrepit clapboard farmhouse decades past its prime. White paint, now faded and cracked, exposed aged pine boards turned to gray. Sagging porch steps and cardboard-covered windows blended into a background of discarded appliances and rusting farm equipment.

			“Is this part of the landfill?”

			“Nope. Welcome to ‘Maison de Fred’.”

			“He lives here?”

			“Last I knew.”

			A battered 1970s-era orange and white Chevy pickup sat parked in the shell of a decaying garage.

			“Is that his truck?” asked Angus.

			Peter shrugged and opened his door. He stepped out and let Zack out of his kennel. “Stay close, Zack. There’s too much junk for you to be running around.”

			Angus followed Peter up the porch steps to the front door. As Peter knocked, the door swung open.

			“Fred,” Peter called. “It’s Sheriff Elliott.” He could see through the opening that the house was dark. A lack of noise or movement hinted that the house was empty.

			“He could be lying in there dead,” observed Angus. “Sufficient reason for us to enter.”

			Peter pushed the door open further and they stepped into clutter and filth. Angus gagged, pulled his silk scarf out of its pouch, and wrapped it around his mouth and nose. “It smells like something died in here.”

			“I need to get one of those scarves,” said Peter, plugging his nose and covering his mouth with his hand.

			The front door opened into a living room. Stacks of rubble lined the walls. Threadbare carpet of an indiscernible color covered what could be seen of the floor. Beer cans and pizza boxes were scattered across a shabby couch. A stained and sagging recliner faced a shiny new large screen TV.

			“That’s interesting,” said Peter.

			“Stolen?”

			“A possibility but remember the number one rule.”

			“I know. I know. Never assume.”

			A doorway led to the kitchen. Food wrappers, tin cans, and a thick layer of grime covered faded and cracked linoleum. Paper plates coated with remnants of rotting food filled the sink.

			“That explains the smell.”

			Peter and Angus stepped gingerly around hundreds of magazines escaping stacks on stairs leading to the second floor. An inspection of two upstairs rooms revealed much of the same. The treasures of a hoarder filled the first room from floor to ceiling and into the doorway. The next room, a bedroom, reeked of sour sweat and dirty socks. The imprint of an obese body was outlined in brown, stained sheets covering a sagging mattress. What they didn’t find was Fred.

			“Anything in the closet?” asked Peter.

			Angus waded through piles of cast-off clothing and opened the door. “Just more clothes piled on the floor.” He turned and looked at Peter. “No bodies.”

			“Maybe he’s wandering around the landfill looking for treasures.”

			Search complete and eager for fresh air, Peter and Angus hurried down the stairs. They went through the open front door, carefully closing it behind them, and stood on the porch breathing deeply.

			Peter pointed toward a well-worn path leading from Fred’s house to the back of the landfill. “Let’s take a look.”

			Not unlike the rest of Fred’s life, trash oozed well past set boundaries. Roads wound around mounds of compost and recyclables. A bulldozer sat idle by a partially filled garbage pit, waiting for the county landfill operator to scrape and fill and cover. Magpies perched on high points, sunning themselves and hunting mice. Other than birds and rodents, the landfill was empty.

			“What’s the plan?” asked Angus.

			“We’ll drive back to town and check out Fred’s lot on the off chance he cleaned it while we’ve been gone.”

			Zack had to be convinced to get into his kennel compartment after the rough ride to Fred’s house. Peter relented and let him run to the main road.

			“I’m tempted to run myself,” said Angus, preparing for a beating.

			[image: ]

			Back in town, Peter wasn’t surprised to find the lot as they had left it, balloons and all.

			“The lights will look pretty in the dark when you can’t see the junk,” commented Angus.

			“Ha ha. Write the second ticket and mail it return receipt so he can’t claim he didn’t get it.”

			Peter parked in front of the lot. While Angus wrote out a ticket, Peter grabbed a roll of bright yellow crime scene tape out of the console and stepped into a crowd of spectators.

			“What’s the occasion, Sheriff?” asked one. “Why the lights and balloons?”

			“Someone’s idea of a joke,” said Peter. He pushed his way through the crowd and strung tape from one corner of Fred’s overflow to the other. By the time he was through, the crowd had lost interest and wandered to the other side of the street. He got into the Explorer and called the city office. Everyone was gone for the day, so he left a message requesting a special trash collection for the next morning.

			Peter dropped Angus off at his vehicle and drove to the brewery. Some days called for a pizza.
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			Several years earlier, after his night at The Sapphire Inn, Fred drove into town in search of breakfast. He studied the typical mishmash of buildings lining the street, Main Street according to the sign. Original miners’ log cabins stood next to shabby nineteenth century brick homes. Decaying barns teetered into crumbling foundations. An appealing area for a looter. He smiled to himself. That wrong turn would pay off after all.

			Rounding a curve in the road, Fred stopped in surprise. Cars lined both sides of the street and sidewalks teemed with people. Rather than decay, the buildings in this section of town spoke of prosperity.

			A holiday? he thought as he studied the crowd. He tried to recall the date. Too late for Labor Day and too early for Thanksgiving. Better yet. Tourists.

			A honking horn brought Fred back from his contemplations. Breakfast forgotten, he pulled into the first empty parking space he found and got out to explore.

			The town stair-stepped into the foothills of a snow-dusted mountain. To the south, ski runs etched another slope. Rather than beauty, Fred saw opportunity. He studied the license plates of cars lining the street. Several came from an assortment of Montana counties, but just as many hailed from other states. This place was a tourist destination and tourists meant money. The variety of shops confirmed his suspicions. High-end local artisans, a candy store, souvenir T-shirts, and ice cream. And, most importantly, antiques.
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			Stinky and Skinny were odd companions for Nancy May, with her perfectly coifed wig and stylish clothes. Nancy, on the rare occasions she felt inclined to brag, would challenge anyone in town to compete with her wardrobe. But the wardrobe was a superficial pride and Nancy was not at heart a superficial person. She leaned toward eccentricity and was prone to boredom. Happiness came from surrounding herself with interesting people, no matter their hygiene status. And that is how she found herself one sunny summer afternoon at the county landfill, hunting discarded treasure.

			Stinky was the secret name she used in her head. He called himself Roy, although Nancy had her doubts that was his legal name. Perpetually clad in extra-large Wrangler jeans, pointed-toed boots, and a straw hat, Roy fancied himself a cowboy. As Nancy watched him reach around his enormous gut to inspect a roll of wire, she had two thoughts: pity for the horse who had to haul him around, and he definitely needed longer arms.

			“We’ve got copper here, Carl,” said Stinky to Skinny.

			Skinny Carl let out a hoot. “Y’see, Nancy, most metal can be turned in for cash. Copper’s one of the best.”

			“Wonderful!” exclaimed Nancy, with feigned enthusiasm. She was more interested in a different type of treasure.

			Nancy attended two separate weekly Bible studies at the Baptist church. Tuesday morning class was solemn and contemplative. Ruth Cook, oldest member of the congregation and spinster daughter of a pastor, led her group with discipline and authority. Homework was required and graded.

			Linda Elliott, wife of Pastor Paul and sister-in-law to Sheriff Peter Elliot, led the Wednesday afternoon class. Emphasis was placed on joy and cookies and fellowship. In that group, Nancy had learned about the recent death of a local elderly man. After his death, the man’s children cleaned out his house, hauled his possessions to the landfill, and put the house up for sale.

			“He had beautiful antiques and collectibles,” said Linda. “And there they were, smashed and broken in the landfill.”

			Nancy gasped in horror. “What a couple of nitwits… uh, I mean, didn’t they know the value?”

			“A son and a daughter, both spoiled and wealthy. I don’t think they cared about the money. It was easier to throw everything away than sort it out.”

			“Those things could have been donated to charity.”

			“Too much bother. They didn’t even have a funeral. Poor man.”

			The conversation drifted from there to the practice of visiting the landfill after funerals in search of overlooked family heirlooms. Several women sheepishly admitted to participating in those treasure hunts.

			Returning to her apartment, Nancy stood at her kitchen window and watched Stinky and Skinny sorting odds and ends on a folding table set up on the narrow patch of grass between their building and hers. Scuttlebutt among fellow apartment dwellers was that the pair supplemented their disability income by scouring the local landfill for recyclable metals and turning them in for cash.

			Nancy straightened the brim of her straw hat, smoothed her skirt, and marched purposely down the stairs and out to the sorting table.

			“Howdy, Nancy May,” said Roy in greeting.

			“How often do you go to the landfill?”

			“Almost every day when the weather’s good,” said Skinny Carl, straightening a handful of wire scraps. “This is the time of year folks clean out sheds and garages.”

			“And lots of construction,” said Roy. “They throw away tons of stuff from remodels.” He picked up a long copper pipe. “This is where the good money is.”

			“Oooh, that sounds like fun. I want to go with you,” declared Nancy.

			Stinky glanced at Skinny. Neither wanted to split their haul with a third person.

			“I’m not interested in your pipes and wire,” said Nancy, noticing the look. “I’m looking for antiques.”

			“Uh... sure. Okay. Meet us out front tomorrow after lunch.”

			And here she was, chiffon skirt billowing in the breeze and hat threatening to sail.

			While Skinny Carl and Stinky Roy rummaged through discarded construction materials, Nancy walked the perimeter of the landfill searching for residential trash. Her sandals, although low heeled, prevented her from wading deeper into the layers of rubbish. She walked until she could go no further and, disappointed in not finding a treasure of her own, turned and made her way back toward the men. Before the construction dump, on the edge of the embankment, Nancy spotted a familiar bright blue
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