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			7 
The TIMES Clarifies

			
				
				

			

			After dinner, Kenny and James were in their room while Mike and Katie argued over who had to wash and who had to dry. Their mother had gone downtown to a small bookstore, Andrea Kristina’s, with a friend of hers. 

			The bookstore, which their mom referred to as AK’s, held an open-mic night every Thursday. Kenny had to explain to James that “mic” was short for “microphone” and had nothing to do with their older brother. 

			Kenny went on to explain that at an open-mic night, the microphone was left on, and anyone who wanted to could get up and sing or tell jokes to entertain the audience there. Their mother was going to AK’s to watch a friend play her guitar. 

			James wanted to go with her and show people how he could cup one hand in his armpit then squeeze the air out with his elbow. This made a sound like a fart. James said it would be very entertaining. His mom didn’t think so.

			When James entered their bedroom after being told he couldn’t go to open-mic night, Kenny was on his computer. As usual. 

			James sighed and walked over to the window and stood there, looking out, elbows on the sill, his chubby chin cupped in his hand. He was staring out the window at the ruins of the Hampton House. He hoped to spot the ghost again, but a long time dragged by and he didn’t see anything across the road.

			After a while, Kenny spoke up. “Hey, Mrs. Tsosie was wrong.” 

			James looked over at him from the window. 

			“It says that Mark Hampton and Darrell Bradford robbed a jewelry store, not a bank, and stole three million dollars’ worth of diamonds.”

			James walked over to his brother, “Where does it say that?”

			“Right here on the website for the New York Times, that big newspaper Mrs. Tsosie was talking about.”

			“Really? That’s weird.”

			“Yeah, it also says that they fled to Mark’s hometown in New Mexico and that the police and FBI tracked them to his mother’s house. Mark Hampton was killed in a shoot-out and Darrell was captured. They put him on trial and sentenced him to 30 years in prison. It also says they never found the diamonds even though they searched the house carefully.”

			“Do you think the diamonds are still there?” asked James when his brother paused.

			“I don’t know. They could be. Maybe they are.”

			“But wouldn’t they burn up in the fire?”

			“No,” Kenny said. “Diamonds are the hardest thing on earth and don’t burn. They don’t even melt in a fire.”

			Kenny was silent for a moment as he thought. Then he sighed. “You know, I’ll bet those diamonds were never brought to New Mexico. It’s a long way to New York City. Mark and Darrell could have hidden those diamonds anywhere between there and here. I’ll bet when the house burned down, the diamonds weren’t in it.”

			“But if they were there in the house, we should look for them. If we found them, we could get a reward from the diamond store. I’m sure they’d give us one if we gave them back their jewels.”

			“Or we could just keep them and be rich.”

			“No, that’s not honest,” James said, looking at his brother. “They’re not our diamonds. We’d have to give them back. But I know they’d give us a big reward for returning them.” 

			Besides being honest, James saw only the good in people. 

			“Well, they’re probably not in old Lady Hampton’s house anyway. The FBI searched everywhere, and they couldn’t find them.” Kenny paused for a moment, “They’re real good at finding things. Those diamonds aren’t over there.”
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			 The next day Kenny and James were again sitting in front of Mrs. Tsosie’s trailer. James was scratching behind Gingersnap’s ears. To Gingersnap this was almost as good as Catch-the-Rag. The boys had come over to tell Mrs. Tsosie what they had learned from the online article of the New York Times. And they wanted to borrow Gingersnap again because they had plans to explore the Hampton House some more.

			“Did you live here when the cops had the big shoot-out with Mark Hampton and his partner?” said Kenny after a long sip of his lemonade. Mrs. Tsosie had offered the boys a drink, and they had decided the clues weren’t going to disappear if they took her up on her offer. Besides, Gingersnap needed her ears scratched.

			“Yep, I was,” Mrs. Tsosie said.

			“Was it exciting, all that shooting?” asked James. 

			Gingersnap put her muzzle on his leg, her eyes begging for more scratching. You can do both, scratch my ears and talk at the same time her sad eyes seemed to say.

			“Oh heavens no!” said Mrs. Tsosie. “All that guns shooting and them flashy lights going red and blue all night long. It was terrible.”

			“They shot Mrs. Hampton’s son, didn’t they?”

			“Yep, right over d’ere.” Mrs. Tsosie pointed with her lips in the Navajo style to the burned down Hampton ruins. She also pronounced her th as a d.

			“How long after the shoot-out did her house burn down?” said Kenny. James went back to scratching Gingersnap’s ears who sighed with contentment.

			“Oh, a long time, maybe a year, maybe two.”

			“That’s when the fireman died and became a ghost, huh?” said James, stopping to look up at his neighbor. Gingersnap whined for more scratching.

			“Yep, he went into the house when it was on fire and didn’t come out. The whole roof felled down on him.”

			“They said that old lady Hampton killed him and now he’s a ghost. Or is she the ghost? I can never remember.”

			“There’s no such thing as ghosts,” said Kenny, interrupting his brother. He reached over and scratched Gingersnap behind her other ear. Mrs. Tsosie’s pet moved her head from James’ knee to Kenny’s so he could reach her easier. James immediately started scratching her again, and Gingersnap sighed contentedly as both boys fought for her attention, each one scratching behind an ear.

			“Oh yes d’ere are ghosts,” put in Mrs. Tsosie. “I seen one last night.”

			“Was it glowing?” asked James, not paying attention to Mrs. Tsosie’s dog. Gingersnap moved her head to Kenny’s knee, but moved it back when James resumed his scratching.

			“Yep, he was all like a light.”

			“He was lit up like a light? Or he was carrying a flashlight?” asked Kenny.

			“No, he had light all over him.”

			“That’s not what you saw, is it James?” asked Kenny turning to his brother.

			“No, I think I saw the ghost carrying a flashlight.”

			“Where did you see the ghost?” asked Kenny.

			“Over d’ere,” she said, again using the Navajo method to point to the ruins.

			“Where over there?”

			“Over d’ere, by the wall.”

			“We should go check it out. Can we take Gingersnap, so she’ll warn us if that skunk comes around again?”

			“Yeah, but you wash her when she gets skunk-sprayed.”

			Kenny smiled at that last comment, and James turned a bright red. Gingersnap just sighed contentedly.
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			8 
News from the Past

			
				
				

			

			Over at the haunted house Kenny and James again searched the area by the fireplace. There they found the lone footprint in the dirt they had discovered the day before. And they saw their own prints. But they didn’t find anything different from what they had already seen.

			Gingersnap was busy outside, exploring the tall weeds around the ruins. The boys could hear her as she rustled the dried leaves and grass growing in what once was Mrs. Hampton’s beautiful garden. 

			Before the fire had destroyed the house, the south side of Mrs. Hampton’s home had been lined with beautiful bushes producing a blanket of yellow color, her favorite. Only the last one in line, the runt of the litter as Kenny’s mom called it, didn’t match the rest of the roses. Besides being a bright red in color, it was small and sickly, producing only a few flowers each year. It never grew big enough to be trimmed back in the spring when their mother gave the roses their annual fertilizing. And because of this, she always made sure that her favorite red rose bush got an extra dose of plant food.

			The boys’ mom figured that the roots must reach pretty deep to find enough water to stay alive in hot New Mexico summers. She even had her kids pull weeds from around their roots whenever she wanted to do more than just ground them for getting into really big trouble.

			Suddenly, Kenny heard Gingersnap bark. He looked up and saw her yapping at something on the ground. She was bouncing around and barking like she did when playing Catch-the-Rag with the boys.

			“Wonder what she’s found,” said Kenny, sniffing the air. He relaxed when he didn’t smell skunk.

			“Probably a horny toad or a lizard,” said James, also looking over at Gingersnap.

			“There aren’t horny toads in this part of New Mexico, dummy. It’s too cold. And we’re too high in altitude for them.”

			“Stop calling me ‘dummy’ or I’ll pound you!”

			“You and what army?”

			“Me, myself, and I. All three of us!”

			By this time, their noses were just inches apart. As they stood glaring at each other but not wanting to throw the first punch, they both heard Mrs. Tsosie calling their names. They looked over at her and saw their neighbor standing in the middle of the dirt road. They turned and started walking over to her, both relieved their argument had been interrupted.

			“You in dah wrong spot,” she said when they reached her. “Over d’ere,” and she lip-pointed to the other side of the house. “In dah kitchen.”

			“Come, show us,” said Kenny.

			Mrs. Tsosie shook her head no in a quick manner. “D’is is as close as I get to d’at place d’ere,” she said pointing with her lips. “Bad things happen to people who goes where the lightning starts the fire or where the ghosts are.”

			“Okay, but tell us again where you saw that ghost,” Kenny asked.

			“In dah kitchen. Over d’ere by the flower bushes.”

			The boys turned and stared at the right side of the house where the kitchen used to be. They could tell its location from what was left of the plumbing poking through the concrete foundation. 

			“We haven’t explored that part of the house yet,” said Kenny. “C’mon James; let’s go.” 

			Walking down the line of bushes, the boys passed by the stunted red rose at the end and entered the ruins through a set of steps where a side door once stood. Standing in the middle of the kitchen, they looked around carefully and saw water pipes and drains showing where the sink had been located. The wooden cabinets had long ago been taken for firewood, but lying on the floor, turned upside down, was the porcelain kitchen sink next to where one of the inside walls had been located.

			Kenny immediately noticed several footprints, all matching the ones they had seen by the fireplace and in their own kitchen. Whoever had broken into their home had also been here.

			The boys carefully followed the tracks, but they seemed to wander about aimlessly. After several minutes of trying to make sense of them, Kenny spoke up, “Let’s see if there are any other footprints besides these in the kitchen.”

			“I wish Dad were here,” said James, changing the subject. “He’d be able to track that ghost.”

			“How do you know he would be able to track a ghost?” said Kenny.

			“Cause he’s a good hunter. Remember all those times he told us about tracking elk on his hunting trips?”

			“Well, he’s not here anymore, not since he and Mom got divorced and he moved to Kansas.” After a pause, Kenny continued, “Besides, ghosts don’t leave footprints. They’re not solid enough to do that.”

			Together the two boys searched where the dining room and the front parlor had once stood, the kitchen’s adjoining rooms. But the footprints seemed to be limited to just the kitchen area. They even looked on the ground right outside the kitchen, but again, they found no more footprints. 

			“It’s almost like the ghost stayed in the kitchen,” said James, scratching his head. “He probably ate ghost food.”

			Kenny gave him a funny look. “There’s no such thing as ghost food.”

			“Yeah there is. If food isn’t eaten but is burned up in a fire, it turns into ghost food. It’s what ghosts eat when they’re hungry.”

			“Who told you that?”

			“Katie,” James said. “The ghost is probably hungry so he’s spending all his time looking for ghost food. That’s why the footprints are only in the kitchen.”

			“Ghosts aren’t solid. So our ghost could not have left footprints. Or eaten any sandwiches.”

			“How do you know the ghost food he ate was sandwiches?”

			“Remember what he took from our kitchen? It was milk, bread and bologna. He ate baloney sandwiches and drank the milk,” said Kenny, his hands on his hips.

			“From what? There are no glasses here.”

			“Straight from the milk carton of course.” 

			Kenny paused and thought a moment. “Hey, you know how the milk turns sour when Mike drinks it right from the carton? I’ll bet the thief did that, and the milk got sour. That’s probably what he was doing by Mrs. Tsosie’s garbage can when he left his footprint next to it. You remember our garbage can wasn’t out yet, but Mrs. Tsosie’s was. So, he threw the sour milk into Mrs. Tsosie’s garbage can.”

			“Well, if he’s not a ghost, why are his footprints only in the kitchen? How did he get over to our place without leaving a trail? And where is he now?”

			“I don’t know. Maybe he’s hiding somewhere else and only comes over at night.” 

			“Do you think we should tell Mom what we found?” asked James after a moment.

			“No, not yet,” said Kenny. “Let’s search around for some more clues.”
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			After dinner that night Mrs. Bassett went to the grocery store to pick up more tomato sauce but not before telling Kenny and James to stay inside the trailer. The two headed straight to their bedroom while Mike and Katie started another argument over who washed and who dried. 

			In their bedroom, the boys turned off the lights and stood at the window facing the burned down Hampton House hoping to see something. But after a few minutes of waiting, Kenny got bored and went over to his computer and turned it on.

			But try as he might, he couldn’t concentrate on killing zombies. He decided to Google old lady Hampton’s son, Mark, and his partner in crime, Darrell Bradford. But all he could find was the story about how they had robbed a jewelry store and fled to New Mexico where Mark had been killed and Darrell captured. He was about to close the screen when something else caught his eye.

			In addition to the story about the robbery, Kenny saw a link to another newspaper article. He clicked on the link and it took him to an article in the Daily Times, the local newspaper. It was an interview with old lady Hampton a year after Mark was killed.

			The article said she had been surprised when her son showed up unexpectedly at her house. He had told his mother he had come home to look for work and brought along a friend. She didn’t know the two had robbed a jewelry store until the FBI showed up at her house a week later.

			She also informed the newspaper reporter she never liked Darrell Bradford because he looked sneaky and kept to himself. She was suspicious of him, and she had told her son she didn’t trust him. Her son explained his friend had suffered a terrible family life growing up and didn’t know how to be friendly to strangers. But old lady Hampton didn’t buy the excuse and told the newspaper reporter that. 

			And she knew she was right when the FBI knocked on the door asking for her son a week after his return back home. It was at that point she realized Darrell had gotten her son into trouble.

			The article went on to describe the gunfight that followed and how her son and Darrell tried to flee the house. The FBI and police had the place surrounded which forced Mark and Darrell to take cover back inside the house. Mrs. Hampton said she had hidden in the pantry while the gunfight raged around her. She knew she was safe because the pantry was underground, and the bullets couldn’t go through the concrete ceiling. When she finally came out, the fighting was over, her son killed, and Darrell captured.

			The article ended by saying Mrs. Hampton died in a fire a couple of days after the interview. The firemen said the cause of the fire was lightning hitting the old house. They found her body lying on the ruins of her bed. She had suffocated from the smoke before the flames reached her body. But there was no mention of a fireman dying while trying to save her.

			Kenny sat for several minutes after reading the article, thinking. Then Mike came into their bedroom and flipped on the light.

			“Why are you guys sitting here in the dark?”

			“We’re waiting for the ghost to show up across the street,” said James, turning around. “Turn the light back off when you leave so it doesn’t see us watching.”

			Their older brother merely grunted and said, “Mom’s home and wants you two.” He left without turning off the light.

			When Kenny and James got to the kitchen, they found their mom sitting at the kitchen table. She instructed them to bring in the groceries from her car and put them up. Mom Bassett often voiced her opinion that with four kids in the family, she wasn’t about to waste any of that free labor. Besides that, they were the reason she had to run to the grocery store at night for more tomato sauce.

			And while Kenny and James put away the groceries, their mom used the opportunity to chew them out some more about wasting good food on silly purposes, like using tomato sauce to wash a dog. “I don’t care how bad Gingersnap smells; you don’t use my good tomato sauce on a dog. And you, James Bassett, no going outside after dark—you don’t have sense enough to lock the door behind you when you come back in!”

			Both boys looked suitably ashamed. 

			After putting the groceries up and promising not to waste any more sauce on dogs, they fled for the safety of their bedroom. Once there, they again turned off the lights and took up their vigil of ghost watching.

			But after waiting for lights to appear across the road and nothing happening, both boys got bored and turned the lights back on. Kenny went back to hunting zombies, and James climbed into the top bunk, put his hands behind his head, and stared at the ceiling a couple of feet above him. Pretty soon, Kenny could hear him snoring softly.

			Kenny looked at the clock in the corner of his computer screen and realized it was close to midnight. No wonder James was asleep, he thought to himself. The rest of the family was probably asleep as well. He liked staying up late when there was no school.

			He shut off his computer, turned out the lights in the bedroom, and undressed in the dark. There was a little bit of moonlight streaming in the window, just enough for Kenny to find the top sheet, pull it back, and get into bed. He removed his glasses and placed them under his pillow. Then he punched the pillow to make it fluffier and settled into his bed, yawning and stretching. 

			As he stretched, his foot touched something cold and hard under the covers. Puzzled, he sat up and reached under the sheet as far as he could. He was curious to find out what was in bed with him. He groped around, then found it. After a moment of exploring it with his hands, he realized there was a Coke bottle in his bed.

			He pulled on it, but it didn’t move. He tugged a little harder, but it still refused to come out. Finally, he yanked as hard as he could and felt it give way suddenly. He pulled the bottle out from under the covers and discovered that it was wet. It had been full of ice-cold water.

			He moved his foot a little and felt where the bottle had been. The bed was wet! The water had come out as Kenny pulled the bottle out from under the sheet.

			He jumped out of bed like a cat getting a bath. Running over to the wall, he flipped on the light. His little brother sat up with a jerk, bumping his head with a loud thunk on the ceiling just above the top bunk.

			Kenny went back to his bed and threw back the top sheet. There, at the foot of the bed, was a small cork with a string tied around it. The other end of the string disappeared over the edge of the mattress toward the floor. A line of wetness from the cork to his pillow was spreading wider as the water from the bottle soaked into the sheets.

			“Why’d you turn the lights on like that?” said James, rubbing his forehead. “I was sound asleep!”

			Kenny didn’t answer him. Getting down on his hands and knees at the foot of his bed, Kenny followed the string and discovered that it was tied to the springs under the mattress. He stood back up and looked closely at the cork tied to the other end of the string. He could see where it was squeezed from being in the mouth of the bottle.

			When Kenny had first pulled on the bottle, the string had stopped it from moving more than an inch or so. When he had yanked really hard, he had pulled the cork out. As he took the bottle from under the covers, the water had come out, soaking his bed. Now he would have to change the sheets or else sleep in a wet bed.

			He thought for a moment, then stormed out of the bedroom. He headed straight for Mike’s bedroom and flipped on the lights. “Not funny,” he said, in a loud stage whisper to his older brother.

			Mike had his face buried deep in his pillow, laughing hysterically. The pillow muffled the sounds of his laughter so as to not wake up their mother.

			“You just wait till I tell Mom!” Kenny hissed at him. “You’re gonna be in so much trouble!”

			It took a few moments, but Mike finally got his laughter under control, enough to roll over and face his little brother. “No, you’re not going to tell Mom,” he said as seriously as he could between outbursts of giggling. “You do, and I’ll tell her about you using the tomato
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