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Chapter One
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I HAD NO IDEA WHO GARRETT Dunsford was the first time he was shot. But it almost killed him.  I also didn’t know him, almost 40 years later, when he was shot for a second time. Unfortunately, the second time really did do him in.  Both of these events changed my life.  And, as if that weren’t enough, these very things caused me to get shot too, sometime much later.  

But first, I should start with Garrett Dunsford’s life.  It all started for him in 1922, the year he was born.  By the year 1945, he was in Europe wearing a U.S. Army uniform.  I hadn’t been born yet.  But my entire life changed because of him.  As fate would have it, I would need to learn everything about his story.  His very important story, and his very important life.

The beginning of Garrett Dunsford’s amazing and horrible ordeal happened near the end of World War II. On that day, on April 30, 1945, he became the best candidate for the job of the Eternal Guardian’s Keeper.  That fact became apparent when the news of Hitler’s death arrived in a telegram to Major Raymond Coates.  

Hitler dead. STOP. Suicide. STOP. The package must be retrieved immediately. STOP. Appoint best candidate for mission. STOP.

Major Coates looked at the piece of paper in his hand. He read the message two more times and closed his eyes.  And then Major Coates placed orders for Corporal Garrett Dunsford to report to his office at once.  The two of them were nearly the same age, but somehow, Raymond Coates had made his way up through the military ranks of the army.  And on that day, he commanded a large post just outside of Salzburg.  Garrett Dunsford was among the troops in his company. It didn’t take long for Dunsford to make his way to the command post of Coates, and the conversation began.

“Do you know why you are here, corporal?”  Coates asked.

Standing tall, with his shoulders back and eyes locked forward, Dunsford answered commandingly. 

“No, Sir. I do not know. Sir.”

“At ease, soldier.  You and I have to talk.  As members of the Eternal Guardians, not the U.S. Army.  No ranks now, not during this talk.  Just you and me. Do you understand?”

“Yes, I think I do.”

Coates held out his arm, pointing to the two small chairs in front of his makeshift desk.  Dunsford sat.

Coates got right to the point of their meeting, his tone hushed. 

“Are you aware that Hitler has held The Book since the late 1930s?” Coates asked, lighting a cigarette. He held out the pack for Dunsford.

“Yes.  I know.”

“Well, I received word yesterday that Hitler is dead. Are you aware of that?”

“There have been rumors in the camp.  So, yes.”

“Garrett.  I’ll get right to the reason I’ve called you here. The Eternal Guardians have selected you to go into the Berghof and retrieve the book.  We have information, good information, that Hitler kept the Kareth there. We need you to leave immediately and find it.  I know I said this wasn’t about the Army.  But we are shaping this as a military action. You’ll have five men to assist you with the recovery. They will not know the true meaning of the mission.  They will not know what you are recovering from the Berghof.  Not exactly.  They will be told it is strategic military information, but it is for your eyes only.”

“Sir, I don’t have any training in reconnaissance,” Dunsford said.  “I’m not sure I’m equipped for this mission.”

“This isn’t my decision.  It comes from the upper ranks of The Guardians.  They want you to get it.  And they want you to take charge of it, for now. You will be The Keeper until  further notice.” Coates paused, stood, and snuffed out his cigarette before continuing. “Soldier. I feel I should tell you this now.  When you get back here from the mission, I’ve been instructed to shoot you in the leg.  As a result, you’ll be going stateside on medical leave.  And you are to take the book with you. Back to the States.”

Garrett stood and saluted. 

“I understand, Sir.”

“This is not me telling you as your major.  This is me telling you from the Council of The Guardians.  Do you understand, Dunsford?”

“Yes, Sir.  But the lines are a little blurred here, Sir.”

“Yes. And rightly so. Dismissed Dunsford.”

The next morning, Garrett Dunsford set out for the Berghof with his five men. The group included privates Martin Rafferty, Walter Harrison, James Braxton, and Alvin McCree.  They had thirty kilometers, or roughly nineteen miles, to cover on foot, which they planned to do in two days: twenty kilometers on the first day and ten on the second.  As they left Salzburg, the terrain started out relatively flat but soon transitioned into rolling hills and the beginnings of the alpine foothills. Once they got closer to Berchtesgaden and the Obersalzberg region, the landscape became more rugged and forested. Dense woods of pine and fir trees dotted the steepening hillsides.  Regardless, they made good time on their travels, and the men were in good spirits, mostly because their rations were now equivalent to those of the officers. Their K-rations had been improved with extra items, including meat stew, vegetables, and dessert in a can, which was mostly pudding, both chocolate and vanilla.  With full bellies and bed rolls, they made camp in a clump of trees right outside the Berghof on the second night.  Two of the men, Rafferty and Harrison, watched the estate with binoculars, making notes for Dunsford.

The group had been briefed on the Berghof and was given a blueprint of the layout.  The Berghof was quite impressive in its capabilities.  As the men looked at the layouts, they could see it was enormous for a private residence.  They studied the footprint carefully. Hitler had resided in many places, but this was his primary residence, designed to convey an image of power and grandeur. However, the complex mostly served as protection for Hitler during his visits.  

Before leaving Salzburg, Dunsford had learned that the Berghof had suffered significant damage during two recent air raids. He leaned over the maps, telling his men that much of the building had been hit. Dunsford hoped the book would still be intact and safe.

Despite all the destruction, the area and the building remained under German control, so Garrett’s men planned to enter on the third night, under the cover of darkness and while the German soldiers were asleep. 

Beyond its apparent size, the Berghof had a basement and extensive underground tunnels linking it to other Nazi structures in the Obersalzberg area, including a bunker system for protection during air raids. While they had good intel on where the book might be, they were also told before leaving, “It could be anywhere.”

Later, as most of the others slept, except for Braxton, who was then keeping watch, Dunsford sat with his back against a tree.  He carefully lit a cigarette, masking the light from the match.  He drew on it long and hard, sitting in the quiet, feeling anxious and afraid. A hushed voice took Dunsford by surprise.

“Are you worried, Sir?”  It was Harrison asking.

“Not at all, soldier.  I have the utmost confidence in this group.”

He heard Harrison settle back into his bedroll.  Dunsford took another long draw from his cigarette. He was, in fact, very worried.  There were only five of them in this recovery squad.  Dunsford had no idea how many German officers and soldiers remained at the Berghof.

They had been receiving reports that many prominent Nazis, numerous Nazi representatives, and members of the armed forces were dying by suicide since around the time Hitler swallowed his cyanide pill. Other Germans were killing themselves after being captured. 

Those confirmed who committed suicide included eight Nazi Party regional leaders, more than ten higher SS and police leaders, and over fifty army generals.  There had also been twenty Luftwaffe generals, eleven admirals in the Kriegsmarine, and an unknown number of junior officials.  But others were committed to fighting to the death and resisting the imminent end of the war.

Dunsford did not sleep that night. 

In the darkness of the early morning hours, the group gathered, geared up, and approached the main house. They crept along tree lines and crawled through the dirt and grass of open areas of the large hill on the approach. Crouching near a line of scrubby bushes, Dunsford unfolded a small map. He gestured to the men, pointing out the area where they would enter the building.  

As he folded the paper, blood splattered across the surface. He quickly looked at his hands, unsure where the blood had come from. Harrison slumped forward and collapsed into the center of the group. The men immediately scattered in all directions. Dunsford guessed the shot had come from the house, a result of sniper fire. He pointed as he ran. Each man sought cover—trees, boulders, small walls, anything—between themselves and the sniper’s position.  

Braxton and McCree crouched together behind a clump of boulders near the base of the hill. They signaled one another and simultaneously lunged out, running in opposite directions but still heading generally up the face of the hill toward the house.  A pop sounded out. Braxton dropped, rolling backward. His body lay still.  Dunsford lost sight of McCree.  The only other man remaining was Rafferty, and Dunsford didn’t know where he was either.  He wanted to tell the other two to retreat and regroup, but there was no way to communicate with them.  

Dunsford scanned the area, making a plan for himself.  There was no other way. Dunsford knew he had to reach the sniper and take him out. Feeling suddenly nauseous, he whispered to himself, 

“God help me. I am a history teacher, for Christ’s sake.  I teach World History. Not this. You have to survive this, Garrett.  You have to get through.” 

Just then, McCree, fifteen yards to his right, scampered quickly up the hill again.  In a matter of seconds, he went down, his body dropping in a heap.  At the start of McCree’s run, Dunsford decided to run, too.  Dunsford reached a small brick wall and hugged it low.  He’d gotten close to the house. He dashed again, this time diving beneath an overturned jeep. Breathing hard, he waited. There was no sign of Rafferty.  Perhaps he had fallen back and away from the house.  Perhaps he had left altogether.  As Dunsford scanned the area, covered in dark shadows, he decided it would give him a much better chance. 

He rolled, crawled swiftly, and ended with his back resting on the front bricks of the home.  Gun drawn, he began an ascent of the first stairs he saw. Much of the home had been blasted.  Walls had been shattered. Rubble was everywhere.  He swept the area, room by room.  No sign of the sniper.  Dunsford gave in to the apparent fact that the gunman had fled.  

Tentatively, he moved down the stairs, found cover in a corner, and looked at the blueprint. Within moments, he reached the main office and the location of Hitler’s vault. It was half in ruins, and the vault door had been blown off. Papers, money, and essential supplies were scattered across the room. There was no sign of the book.

The second logical place to look was in the basement shelter, which led to the tunnels.  He decided to begin searching for the underground area when he saw it.  There, in the corner, was a steel-reinforced room.  Slowly, Dunsford crept inside and discovered a steel casing against the main wall.  Inside the casing, he found the book.  The Holy Kareth.  He extracted a leather bag from his pack, which had been made specifically for the purpose of housing the book during its journey. Dunsford knelt, wrapping it carefully and securing the Kareth in his pack. From there, he moved swiftly toward the front door when, in its frame, Rafferty emerged from the outside shadows.

“Rafferty!  Thank God you’re alive.  Are you okay?”

“I’m A-OK.”

“Good news, man.  Let’s get out of here. I have the package,” Dunsford said, walking closer.

“That is good news, Dunsford.  Or is it okay to call you Garrett?  It doesn’t matter, either way.”  Rafferty pulled out his gun.  “Give me your pack,” he said.

“What are you doing?”  Dunsford was momentarily confused.

“You didn’t think the Hadeans would give up so easily, did you? I’m taking your pack.  Back to Gerald Greer, our High Scholar,” Rafferty said, smiling.  “So. Be quick about it. I haven’t much time.” 

“I can’t. I won’t. You’ll have to kill me first.”

“Very well. I’ll kill you first.”

Rafferty raised his Colt M1911, aiming it directly at Dunsford’s head. “I’m sorry to have to do this,  Garrett.  I always liked you.”

A shot rang out.  Dunsford’s eyes widened, looking at Rafferty’s transformation. The blood slowly started to spill from Rafferty’s mouth. He fell forward, slumped in a balled heap.  That’s when Harrison came into view, on his knees. In one hand, his smoking gun,  still pointed where Rafferty had stood.

“God.  Harrison. I thought you were dead.”

“Yes, Sir.”  

Then Harrison dropped to the ground.

The return to Salzburg gave Dunsford much time to think.  Having learned Rafferty was a part of the Hadeans, he decided he could trust no one around him.  But Dunsford kept his focus on his actions, which were ultimately guided by his military duties.  He had no choice but to report back to Major Raymond Coates or face being labeled AWOL.  

Back at the base camp, he reported in immediately. And Coates eventually made good on his promise to shoot him.  It all took place on his second night back.  Dunsford was assigned to keep watch on the west end of their encampment.  The story that Coates provided Dunsford was that a lone German soldier would try to breach their lines and would shoot Dunsford, but not before Dunsford could return fire and drive away the enemy.  

Alone, under darkness, the two of them stood face to face.

“Are you ready, Garrett?  This is going to hurt,” said Coates.

Dunsford drew his pistol and cocked it. “Ready,” he said.

“What are you doing with your gun?”

“I’ll be firing it, Sir, according to your story.  I have to fire at least one shot to fend off that German soldier, Sir.  Someone might check.”  The truth was, since the incident at the Berghof, Dunsford didn’t fully trust Coates or anyone else, for that matter.  So Dunsford decided to arm himself in case things didn’t go as planned.  He figured, even if wounded, he could protect himself in some fashion if Coates had intended to kill him.  But Coates stayed exactly on plan.  He cocked his gun and shot Dunsford in the thigh.

“I’ll go to my office now and call someone to investigate this area.  I’ll say I heard a shot.  I’m sure others have heard it, too.  Fire your weapon,” Coates said. 

Dunsford put a bullet into the air above him and stayed there, bleeding in the coolness of the night.

Three weeks later, Dunsford found himself back at his home in Bridgewood with a hero’s welcome and a Purple Heart pinned to his chest. And, due to many circumstances that would unfold over the coming years, he kept possession of the Kareth, acting as the primary Keeper for the Eternal Guardians, along with the Order of Light.  

This continued for the past thirty-seven years. 

Unfortunately, I never met him.

Instead, I met his nephew.  Leopold Henry Dunsford.
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MY ASSOCIATION WITH Leopold Henry Dunsford started in a curious manner.

On the day before we met, Leopold Henry Dunsford looked carefully at his pocket watch.  It always kept great time.  At that singular moment, it told him that it was 4:32 in the afternoon, about time for the football team to begin their practice just outside his window.  He pushed back from his desk, stood, and placed the watch in the small pocket of his vest.  His father, Ross Dunsford, had given him that Waltham Watch piece, a family heirloom, on his graduation day from Princeton University. Of course, he had not been the first in the family to graduate from college. But it didn’t matter. Everyone had still been so proud that day to have another scholar in the family. They clapped him on the back and scruffed his hair. They wished him well in his future endeavors.

“Leo will go places,” they all said. Everyone called him Leo.

Leo walked over to the window and looked out across the school grounds. No matter the season, that part of the campus was always bustling with activity. He noticed several small groups of students here and there. Some sat on the ground with books open, while others were tossing balls or roughhousing. Still others walked quickly, suggesting they were very late for something. He watched a young man with a scarf around his neck kneel to tie his shoe, all the while peering at a young woman walking in the opposite direction. “Young love,” Leo said to himself. As his mind wandered through all these thoughts, he heard a knock on the frame of his door.

“Professor, do you have a moment?” the voice said.

Leo turned to see the Dean of Mathematics standing there, Dr. Timothy Beverland.

“Hello, Dr. Beverland. Please. Come in.”

“How are you, Leo?  How’s your uncle?  I haven’t seen much of either of you lately. Are you both  well?”

“Thanks for asking. Yes, yes. We’re doing just fine. Uncle Garrett is the same as ever,” Leo laughed. “And you?”

“Oh, everything is good here.  Well, almost everything.  You see.  I’m sorry to interrupt you like this, but there seems to be a matter of urgency on campus at the moment.  We’d rather that the word didn’t get out, so we’re coming to you directly to see if you would take a look at things,” Beverland rubbed his brow.

“What is it?”

“Someone tried to set fire to Tamary Hall.  Just moments ago.”

“Well, that’s no good. Was anyone hurt?”

“No. No. Nothing like that.  One of the janitors in the building caught it very early.  Someone ignited a fire in a trash can, but placed it right next to the curtains on the auditorium stage.  A few minutes more, and the place would have been up in smoke. At least, that’s what I’m told.”

“I see. And you’d like for me to go have a look with you?” Leo asked.

“Yes, we think having your eye on it might be quite helpful.  We are hoping you can figure out who did this.”

Leo looked back out the window.  A small sigh escaped him. “I’m not sure how much help I will be,” Leo said.

“Well, we’ve always looked to you in the past when these types of things occurred. And Dr. Coates asked me to come and get you, specifically.  So, we’d certainly appreciate it if you would give the scene a look.”

“Of course.  Let me gather my things, and I’ll head over.  I’ll be right there.”

Fifteen minutes later, Leopold Dunsford entered Tamary Hall. It was one of the largest buildings on campus, housing the auditorium theatre, a modest gymnasium, and a small cafeteria.  It was mostly used for public events, such as school plays or minor athletic games and practices.  A larger auditorium had been built on the other side of campus a couple of years prior, thanks to a large donation from the Winfield family.  Many of the large buildings on campus were made possible by substantial contributions coming from prominent families. 

Leo walked quickly to the auditorium, entering through the main doors at the back.  He saw Dr. Beverland standing on the stage, along with Dr. Raymond Coates, the Dean of Academics.

“Good day, gentlemen,” Leo called out.

Both men gave a wave from the stage.

When Leo walked up the steps onto the stage, he noticed the vague smell of smoke in the air. It was the first whiff he got of it.  The trash can wasn’t near the curtains at all, but rather a good fifteen to twenty feet away from them, near the center point of the floor.  He felt compelled to walk directly to the can, but instead, he joined the other two men. 

“Sirs. How can I be of service?” Leo asked.

“Just like Leo.  Always getting right down to business.  How are you, old boy?  Have you found a future, Mrs. Dunsford, yet?”  Dr. Coates slapped Leo on the back, laughing.

“No, Sir. Not yet.”

“How are things at the old family bookshop? What’s the name of the place again? And how is Garrett?” Coates asked.

“Providence Books.  And he’s just fine, Sir.”

“Oh yes.  Providence Books. What’s your uncle been up to lately?  You boys got everything under control over there?” Coates always found a way to knock around idle chat. 

“Everything is just fine. Books, everywhere,”  Leo said as he looked again toward the trash can.  “What do we have here?” Leo asked and started walking to center stage.

Inside the small metal can was a modest pile of ashes. Leo reached in, took a small portion of the burnt debris, and rubbed it between his fingers.  He then held his hand up to his nose, taking in a large sniff.

“Most likely paper,” he said, turning to face the other two.  He walked over to join them. “This was a small paper file, although I’m not ruling out that it could have been a book since we were on the subject of books,” Leo said.

“What does that mean?” Dr. Coates asked.

“Well, it means, given the size of that metal trash can, that it would have burnt out on its own.  I’m surprised a janitor even caught the thing ablaze.  It must have been good timing.  Did he move the can, or is that its original position?”

“Nothing was moved as far as we know,” Coates answered.

“Well.  I’m not sure why someone did this, but they certainly were not intending to burn down the building.  There was never any real danger here,” Leo said.  “My guess is that some younger student was exploring a fascination with fire.  Or an older student burning a love letter.  Maybe a test score. Or a textbook.  It could have been someone trying to cover up the fact that they were smoking a cigarette.  But nothing more than that.”

The two men looked at him blankly. “That’s it?” Dr. Coates asked.

“That seems to be all of it,” Leo said.

“That’s all you have?  Nothing more?  No clues as to who the culprit might be?”

Leo looked back at them, trying not to show the frustration he was feeling inside.  They all answered directly to the school’s president, Dr. Martin.  And it was Martin who consistently looked for a dramatic turn in the smallest of things.  He had a quirky need to uncover the culprit behind any campus mishap.  Half the time, the instances were not at all flagrant.  The three men stood in silence as they waved off another of Martin’s capers. Leo gave a jeering smile and shook his head.

“I’m sorry, Dr. Coates.  There’s not much to go on.” Leo shrugged.

By the time they left Tamary Hall, the afternoon had grown late. It was the season when the sun moved southward in the sky and the days became noticeably shorter. Leopold Dunsford loved this time of year. The school had been in session since mid-August, when the classrooms were sometimes nearly unbearable due to the heat. At this time of year, the afternoons were twenty degrees cooler, and the nights fifteen degrees cooler than that. The leaves had begun to show their beautiful hues, though it would be several weeks before the colors displayed fully. Like spring, but in reverse.  

Coates branched off toward the dining hall, and Beverland disappeared behind the corner of Tamary Hall.  Leo stood on the bottom step and watched three older professors walking across the lawn.  They walked in the direction of the dining hall, too, moving their arms about, their robes flapping in the breeze.  They all seemed to be talking at the same time, which was typical of so many professors at Denton.  

When they had rounded one of the buildings out of sight, Leo walked back toward the dormitories. It was part of his usual routine to wash up before heading to dinner. Three dormitories stood on campus: Nichols Hall, Whitford Hall, and Ormsby Hall. The boys were in Nichols, the girls at Whitford, and the staff in Ormsby. It had only been five years since the Denton Preparatory Academy went co-ed, much to the chagrin of many old-timers. Yet, Leo was glad to see it happen, finally, after all those years.  

Leo pushed open the main doors of Ormsby and headed to the central stairs, making his way up to his room. But first, he decided to stop by the staff lounge on the second floor. It was a regular evening stop. The lounge was a spacious room filled with leather chairs and couches. Books lined the walls from floor to ceiling. The room resembled a library, except for the nightly food buffet. In the evening, a snack area was set up with a full bar, allowing staff to enjoy a glass of wine and some cheeses, a glass of bourbon with a bowl of pretzels, or even a Martini with a few finger sandwiches. 

Most every night of the week, Leo poured himself a glass of Grand Marnier.  The liqueur was stocked, especially for him.  It seemed that everyone on the staff had their “usual” drink, and Leo’s, without fail, was a Grand Marnier on the rocks.  He sat quietly with this drink, closed his eyes, and contemplated the world quietly.  It was his daily routine, just as he had done before, every night for so many years.  Suddenly, he felt strangely light-headed, almost as if he was floating, drifting. 

Leo woke up in Room 8 at the Pinecrest Motor Inn. He looked at the clock, which said 1:13, but he had no idea if it was afternoon or the middle of the night. The floral-print curtains were pulled shut.  He hoisted himself to his elbows and noticed the heaviness of his head.  He needed some aspirin, he thought, as he felt the throbbing ache that had materialized between his temples.

He got up from the bed and noticed he was only wearing his undershorts and a t-shirt.  He looked in the mirror and saw a slight darkening under both his eyes.  Leo flipped on the television. Days of Our Lives played on one station while All My Children filled the other snow-ridden channel.  He watched the screen with a blank stare before noticing he felt hungry. He scanned his surroundings.  From where he sat on the corner of the bed, he realized the room was completely devoid of anything edible, which caused him to look for the rest of his clothing.  He hoped he had more clothing.  He also hoped that he would find a wallet in his clothing that contained money because money would buy him a sandwich.  But more than that, he hoped it contained some sort of identification, like a driver’s license. Because at that moment, Leo could not remember that he was Leo. 

He found his suit draped over the chair, which sat just outside the bathroom.  In the suit pocket, he discovered a weathered brown leather wallet containing twenty-eight dollars.  One twenty-dollar bill, one five, and three singles.  But no driver’s license. No credit card.  Nothing more.  Just a photo of him standing in front of some stone steps that led up to somewhere.  Standing next to him was another man. They both stared into the camera, smiling.  They both wore black gowns like they were some kind of judges or maybe graduating from somewhere. 

In the right pants’ pocket, Leo found fifty-three cents and a set of keys.  A small gold keychain held them together and was engraved with a lion.  On the backside, it read, “Here’s to unlocking your Lion future.”  

“A lion,” he said.  “I guess I must be some kind of lion.”

Leo got dressed, checked the room thoroughly before leaving, and headed for the motel’s main office, where he found a rather round woman sitting in front of a small TV on the desk behind the counter.  He could see the same instance of Days of Our Lives playing on her screen.  The woman turned and looked at Leo. 

“Is there something you need?” she asked.

“Can you tell me when I checked in?”

“It’s right there in that book in front of you. Right there on the counter.”

Leo flipped it around toward him and ran his finger down the list.  He didn’t see any names that looked vaguely familiar.  

“I, uh.  Wait. Never mind,” Leo muttered.

He moved over to the “room number” column. Eight. He was in room number eight.  And there he found listed, “John Smith.” 

“I’m John Smith,” he said.

“I don’t really care who you are, buddy.  Check-out time is noon.  If you want the room for another night, that’ll be another $14.” 

“Is there a restaurant nearby?”

“Right next door.” The lady kept her eyes on the TV screen.

I would hear this exact account of how Leo happened into my diner in a few short hours.  And my life would never be the same.  
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Chapter Three
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TWO THINGS ABOUT ME.

The first? Nothing ever happened in my life.  Up to that day, my entire existence had been pretty dull.  Pointless.  Boring.  I worked day in and day out as an underpaid waitress. That was it.  And before my working life began, I was just some hapless kid with a rotten family.

The second thing about me is inklings.  

It started when I was a young little girl.  I got the notion in my head that I had special insights.  Premonitions. Gut feelings.  In no way am I a psychic or anything like that. But I have little inklings from time to time.  At least, I’ve always thought so.

But on that day, I did not have a single hunch about the two things that were going to happen to me. 

The first. I met Leopold Dunsford.

And the second.  Helen Gibson tore my horoscope out of the newspaper and stuffed it in my pocket.

It all began during the middle of my shift.  The early breakfast rush had ended, and things at the diner had slowed. Helen, as a habit, always took the time to read our horoscopes to us at some point during our day. When I say “our horoscopes,” that means everyone who was working on any given day at Copps Diner.  For whatever reason, on that occasion,  she felt the need to read mine twice. 

“Your life is about to take a significant turn.  Once Uranus enters your sign, a major life change will happen, and you’ll never be able to look back.”  Helen jabbed her finger down on the paper to emphasize. “Clare! They never say things like this. You’d better pay attention to this one.” She tore it out of the Pinecrest Times and jammed it into my front pocket, where I kept my order pad.

“Helen. You know, as many times as I’m in and out of that pocket, I’ll lose that thing by the end of the shift,” I laughed. 

We moved around the diner, filling up supplies and washing tables.  And then, twenty minutes later, Leopold Dunsford showed up.  I suppose that all our lives are constantly changing.  With every minute.  And at that singular moment, my life would take a turn.  I just didn’t know it then.  

Leo arrived on a Wednesday morning and sat down in my section at one of the far booths. The first thing I noticed about him was his thick, tousled hair. He was handsome in a boyish way, but like a boy, he seemed awkward, out of place, and innocent. As I walked up behind him, I heard him humming a joyful little tune to himself. He held the menu with both hands, moving his head back and forth as he took it all in. That’s when I noticed his hands. I often look at people’s hands because they reveal a lot about a person. I saw that Leo had a fresh manicure. He didn’t look like he’d done a day of physical work in his life, and his hands were smooth, soft, and well-groomed. But his hair didn’t match his hands. It hadn’t been combed or even thought about. His moppy head looked a bit like a three-year-old who had just woken up from a nap.

In contrast, his voice revealed his sense of propriety. It carried a gentle tone, but every now and then, it would take on a haughty, commanding quality. Innocence in a condescending way. He sounded as if his voice was usually filled with mentions of yachts and summer homes in the Hamptons, platters stacked with pastries and éclairs, Shakespeare recitals, and polo matches. 

I gave him the standard greeting for our diner. “Coffee?”

“Yes, please.”

“Will you be eating today?”

“Yes. I will.”

“I see you’ve found our menu.  Everything’s good, hot, and fresh. I’ll be back to take your order in a minute.”

I had another food order ready for pickup. As I pulled it from the window, I found myself humming a version of his little tune.  I looked over the pick-up counter into the kitchen.  Eddie, our cook, asked me about my new friend without a comb.  

“What’s with that guy?  He looks a little rough around the edges,” Eddie chuckled.

“He does, and he doesn’t.  I’m not sure what to think about him, but I’ll let you know when I know,” I said.

Back at his table, I stood patiently, waiting for him to answer. I had just asked him if he was ready to order, but he did not utter a word. He just moved his eyes and his head back and forth along both sides of the menu. Finally, he spoke, “I think this is new to me.”

“You think this is new to you? What exactly do you think is new to you?”

“This menu,” he looked up, smiling apologetically.  Right then, it was hard for me to be perturbed with him. He looked like a little boy who’d just broken the vase in the living room.

“Well. Sir. I don’t recall ever seeing you in here before.  So, I imagine it is new to you.”

“Perhaps you can tell me then. How do things work here? What is it, exactly, that I am supposed to do?”

I couldn’t figure this guy out.  Was he just being difficult?  Or trying to be cute?  Or had he never ordered from a diner menu before?  I decided to answer him simply and honestly.  If he were playing a game, so be it. I would play along. And if not, I’d be treating him kindly.

I reached over and pointed at the menu page. 

“These items here on this menu are what we are cooking for people to eat.  So. You just tell us which of these things you want to eat, and we’ll cook it up for you. Then we bring the food out to your table, and you eat it. And then, when you are through, you go up to that register and pay for everything you ordered.  Is any of this sounding familiar?”  I didn’t mean to sound harsh.  But it sort of came out that way. 

“I believe so.  I can order any of this, right?”  He pointed at the menu.

“Yes.  So. What sounds good to you this morning?”

“This Monte Cristo sandwich sounds interesting, but I’m not sure why they’ve named it after the Count of Monte Cristo,” he said once again in an apologetic tone.  “Do you know?” he asked.

“I have no idea.  I’m not even sure they are one and the same. But I will tell you this.  The sandwich is delicious.  It is one of my favorites.”

“Very well, then.  I’ll have that.”

“The platter comes with two sides,” I said as I tapped the line that told him so on the menu.

“I’m sorry?”

“Two sides.  You get to order two sides with that.”

“Sides of what?”

“Sides of things from this Sides List.  French fries.  Or coleslaw.  Or a fruit cup. Any of those things right there.  Hash browns.  Green beans.  See?  There’s the whole list.”

“I’ll have some French fries and coleslaw then.”  He closed the menu and handed it to me.  

“You can just shove it right back behind that napkin holder where you got it,” I said as I pointed.  

He replaced the menu carefully and looked up again at me.  “So, you mentioned that you don’t know me.  You said that you’d never seen me in here before.”

“I haven’t. And I’ve got a pretty good memory for these kinds of things.”

“I see.”

“Besides. If you had been in here before, you’d probably know how things work, what with the ordering thing from the menu and all.  What is your name, if you don’t mind me asking?” 

The man looked down at the menu and sighed. He then slowly pushed it down behind the napkins before looking back at me. “I have absolutely no idea.  For all I know, I might be the Count of Monte Cristo.”

“Trust me, Sir. You are not the Count.  That guy’s been dead for a long time now.  You might be a Beauregard, or a Chadwick, or something.  That seems to be more your style, I’d say.”

He had a tragic look on his face, like he might start crying at any moment.  I didn’t want some grown man crying in my booth. Not on a Wednesday.  I scanned the dining room to see if anyone was watching us, like this might be some part of a scam.  But at that time of day, the place was nearly empty.  And the few other diners there at the time were mostly regulars and definitely not some part of a rip-off scheme. 

“Are you being serious right now? You don’t know your name? Did you hit your head or something? Have you been in an accident? How is it that you don’t remember your name?” One question after another tumbled out of my mouth.

“I don’t know what happened or why, but I can’t remember anything. I have a bump right here,” he said, rubbing just above his temple. “I woke up in the motel next door. I have a wallet, but if there used to be an ID in there, it’s gone now. I only have a little bit of money and these keys. That’s it.” He dropped the keychain on the table. 

“Look. I’m sure we’ll be able to figure all of this out. Don’t worry.  Let me put your order in, and I’ll see if I can help.”  

I had worked at Copps Diner for over six years, and this was a first. I decided there needed to be a group meeting in the kitchen for this. First of all, let me say this: We are a pretty decent group of people at the diner. Everybody gets along most days, all day, except maybe for Rita, here and there. Every so often, we have a “squabble” come up between us, but those instances are few and far between. More often than not, it’s because Rita is putting her nose where it doesn’t belong, but I’ll get to all of that later. 

Carl Copp is the owner.  For the most part, he is just in and out of the office to handle financial matters. Counting money, making deposits. Those sorts of things.  He also takes care of ordering all our food and supplies.  His wife, Shirley, tags along with him sometimes, but she can be a royal pain in the rear.  She’s always swiping her finger across countertops or tables.  Or pointing out that the salt shakers need to be filled.  Or the ketchup bottles.  Five minutes of her, and all of us have had enough of Shirley Copp. 

So, except for a rare sighting of the Copps, for the rest of the time, it is just the working crew.  There’s Eddie, our cook. Eddie Bennett.  He’s been here forever, maybe even longer than Carl himself.  And then we have our little group of waitresses.  Helen Gibson, Rita MacKenzie, Agnes Pearson, and, of course, me.  Oh, and I can’t forget Ronnie Holt, our cleaning guy and handyman, who comes in early in the morning and gets the place ready to go.  

Of all these people, I am best friends with Ronnie and Helen.  And on most days, we all work when we are supposed to, and we get along while doing it.  We do our jobs, and we get paid fair and square.  It’s all we can ask for.  On the morning that the mystery guy came in, it was Eddie, Helen, Rita, and me.  All I had to do was yell “Meeting,” and within a couple of minutes, we all gathered there and were ready to solve the world’s mysteries.  Of course, if Carl and Shirley had dropped by, we’d never call a kitchen meeting. But that day, they were nowhere near the diner.  

We stood in front of the grill, keeping out of Eddie’s way as he cooked. I told everyone what was happening.  

“He’s pulling your chain.  This guy’s gonna stiff you.  I’ll bet you any money,” Eddie chuckled. He kept his eyes down, looking at the grill as he scrambled a pile of eggs.  

“What did he say happened to him?” Helen asked.

“Well, if you can believe his story, he says he doesn’t know. He doesn’t remember anything about anything. And get this.  He didn’t know how to order off a menu. I had to explain to him how it worked,” I said.  

Eddie assembled the rest of the Pinecrest Special on the plate in front of him: three eggs, any style, bacon, ham or sausage, potatoes, your choice, and toast or a biscuit.  This one was scrambled eggs, bacon, hash browns, and an English muffin.  I knew just where it was going.

“Table three, order.” Eddie hit the bell on the counter.

“That’s me,” I said as I grabbed the plate. “So, what do you think? Should I blow him off or try to help the guy? I mean, in a way, I kind of feel sorry for him.” 

At the same exact moment, Helen said, “Help him,” and Eddie said, “Blow him off.”

“Great. A lot of help you guys are,” I said.  I grabbed the plate and headed out to the other man sitting in my section, Fred Astaire.  The guy wasn’t actually Fred Astaire. He just looked like him.  He came in every day and read the paper while eating his usual breakfast, an English muffin with scrambled eggs and cheese.  He’d make a little sandwich of it, without fail.  A lot of people in Pinecrest did the same thing over and over again, day in and day out, it seemed.  I smiled at Fred, or whatever his name was, and put his breakfast beside him.

Helen came up beside me, leaning into me and whispering.  “Seriously. I think you should help the guy. He’s kind of cute, for one thing.  But he looks like the weight of the world is on him.  Why don’t you see if he has anything else on him that might help?” she said. 

I grabbed a coffee pot and walked over to the mystery man’s table. 

“Hey again.  Um. I was wondering.  Are you sure you don’t have anything else with you that might help us figure out who you are?  Maybe we should look at your wallet.  And the keys.  There might be a clue somewhere.” 

He leaned over and pulled out his wallet, then his keys. He dropped both on the table. “Be my guest,” he said.  

I took a quick look around the diner to be sure no one needed anything. Then I sat down on the opposite side of the booth from my newfound friend. “Well, you are right. There’s nothing in this wallet. Wait. What’s this?  This photo.  That’s something, isn’t it?  You and this other man.  And you are both wearing school gowns. So you are either graduating here, or you two are professors somewhere, maybe.  I could see you being a professor; can’t you?”

He looked across the table, shrugged his shoulders, and stared at me blankly.  

“And these steps. They look like school steps, maybe.  Leading up to a big building, like a lecture hall or something.  Maybe?”

He shrugged his shoulders again.  Finally, we took a look at the keys. There wasn’t anything extraordinary about them except that he had quite a few.  And one looked like it was for a locker.  But then there was the inscription on the back.  

“Here’s to unlocking your Lion future.  That could mean a lot of things, I suppose.  But I think we can rule out that you’re playing football for Detroit,” I said, reaching over and nudging him on the arm.  I gave out a little laugh.  He didn’t get the joke.  “I’m sorry that I’m not being much help.  But that picture is probably your best bet.  Maybe you could start asking around town to see if anybody knows this guy.  Or knows you, for that matter.”

“How far is town?”

“Just up the highway there.  About a mile.  Out here, there’s just us, the motel, and Alfie’s gas station across the road.  There’s a lot more in town. In Pinecrest.  A nice little hotel, for sure. The Bixby.” 

The guy nodded.

“I guess I’d better have my bill for all the food,” he said.  

“Where are you headed after here?”

“I suppose I’ll walk into town. I don’t have much money left, so I’m going to need to find some work.  Do you have any ideas?”

“Not really.  There’s a pretzel factory outside of town, in the other direction.  Maybe they’ll have something.  Check the bulletin board on the way out of here.  People are always tacking up want ads and such.”

“Thanks. I guess I’ll be going now.  You said  I should  just pay at the register?”

“Don’t worry about it. This one’s on me,” I said.  I knew if Eddie got wind of me buying this man’s breakfast, I’d never hear the end of it.  I didn’t care, though.  For some strange reason, I felt sorry for the guy.  I watched him through the window as he started walking along the highway in the wrong direction.  I ran out to catch him.

“Sir. Hey.  Wait. Town is that way.” I pointed.

He waved, smiled briefly, spun around on his heels dramatically, and began walking toward Pinecrest.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Four
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FOR THE NEXT SEVERAL minutes, I couldn’t think about anything except that man without a memory. I had said it a hundred times before that I was going to leave the diner and move to a big city someday because nothing ever happened at Copps Diner in little old Pinecrest. And now, something had happened that was completely out of the ordinary. I decided I wasn’t going to let that moment slip away quietly. I looked out the front window again, and the man was already out of sight, somewhere around the bend. After estimating the number of people in the restaurant, I asked Helen and Rita if they would cover for me for a little while. They agreed.  

I got into my car and started to head toward town. A minute later, I caught up with the mysterious traveler.  I slowed down and leaned over to the window.

“Sir?  Hello again.  Hey, I just came to see if I could give you a ride.  Why don’t you hop in?”

He looked a little apprehensive and didn’t say a word.

“Look,” I said. “I’m not some serial killer who doubles during the day as a diner waitress,”  I laughed.  Once again, he didn’t find any humor in my words.  “Seriously.  I’m just trying to be nice here. Get in. I’ll give you a lift into town.  It’ll be easier than walking.”

He looked at the road ahead of him and back at me. “I appreciate the offer,” he said, “but I’m just a little on edge at the moment. I don’t know anything about anything right now.  You seem like a nice person, but I don’t know you at all.”

“Okay then.  Here’s something about me. My name is Clare. Clare Cross.  I’m twenty-two, almost twenty-three years old, and I’ve lived in Pinecrest my whole life. I’m a waitress.  And although it feels like I’ve been a waitress my whole life, it’s only been about six years. That’s how long I’ve worked at Copps.  So, there. You know everything about me.  Now you can hop in the car.”

He chuckled reflexively, shook his head, and opened the door. I smiled at him, trying my best to look harmless.

“I don’t mean to be pushy. At all.  But I just got a little worried about you, seeing as how you don’t know a single thing about yourself. Or Pinecrest.  So  I thought I’d give you a ride into town and show you around to a few places, like the motel and such.  Hopefully, you can settle in, and maybe your memory will come back.  If that doesn’t happen, maybe you can get in to see a doctor or something.”

“Thank you. Those all sound like good ideas.”  He kept his gaze forward.

I eased back onto the road and headed toward downtown.  

“I feel like I need to call you something.  What do you think about coming up with a name for you?”

“That’s okay with me. I’m going to need a name eventually.”

“What name do you feel like?” I asked.

“I don’t really feel like anything.  Just me, I suppose,” he said, looking out the window.

“Well.  You look kind of proper to me.  You talk that way, too.  Like a Victor. Or an Andrew.  Or a Bernard.  Or something. Not a Jimmy or a Buddy.  Definitely not a Harry or a Sammy.”  

He didn’t say anything.  He just looked out his window.

“There sure are a lot of cows out this way,” he said.

“What?”

“Cows.  Lots of cows. Standing out in the fields.  Red barns.  Little white houses.”

“Yeah. Dairy is pretty big around here.  We have a chocolate factory in Pinecrest, too.  Chocolate and pretzels.  But the pretzel factory is a better place to work,” I said.

“Cal.  Calvin Fields.”

“What?”

“That’s what you can call me. Calvin Fields.  Cal for short.  It kind of sounds like cow fields.  It’s either that or Barney Farmer.”  

“I think you’d better stick with Calvin Fields.”  

“Good. It’s settled, then.  My new name. Calvin Fields.”

Calvin, it was.

A few minutes later, we arrived in downtown Pinecrest.  Calvin looked a bit disappointed as there wasn’t much to our small town.  I suppose it has always been a bit on the quaint side.  Two banks.  A couple of restaurants.  Two hotels, if you could call them that.  A hardware store, jewelry shop,  bakery, pizza place, post office, and those sorts of things.  I will say this, as a rule, people in Pinecrest take pride in their places.  The buildings are mostly brick structures, two or three stories high, not extremely wide, but long.  The townies always seem to put flowers out, keep their walks clean, and wash their windows.  

Everyone knows each other for the most part. That’s why I wasn’t overly optimistic about Calvin finding any answers here.  I sure didn’t know him.  But I supposed there was always the possibility that someone would recognize him from somewhere else.  

“I’m sorry I can’t stay longer, but I have to get back to work in a little while. They’re just covering for me for a bit.  So, how about if we get you a room first, and then you can walk around and see if anyone recognizes you after I’m gone.  I’ll stop back by this evening and see how you’re doing. Okay?”

“Thank you.”

“Let’s see if the Bixby has an open room.  They are a little more expensive but way better than Pinecrest Place.  A nice older couple owns the Bixby.”

“I’m getting low on money.”

“Don’t worry about the money for your room tonight. I’ll pay for it. It’ll be my ‘Welcome To Pinecrest’ gift.”

“I really shouldn’t,” he said, shaking his head.  He stopped in the middle of the sidewalk.

“Listen, Calvin.  You’re in a bit of a jam right now.  You just need to concentrate on figuring out who you are. Once that happens, you’ll be standing on your own two feet again. But for the moment, just let me pay for your room. If you don’t want it as a gift, think of it as a loan, okay?”

Calvin agreed to the loan idea, and, as luck would have it, The Bixby had an opening.  I left Calvin there in his room on the second floor.  He was sitting on the bed, staring at the ceiling.  And just before I pulled the door shut, I saw him reach into the nightstand and pull out the hotel copy of Gideon’s Bible.  It made me wonder even more who this person might be.  

When I got back to Copps, Ronnie was there, stopping by to pick up his paycheck.  He and Helen stood together in the kitchen, staring me down.

“How’d it go?  I’ve already told Ronnie all about our mystery guest today,” Helen said.

“It went fine. I got him a room at The Bixby and left him there. I’m going back to check up on him after my shift.”

“Not without some company,  Clare.  We don’t know anything about this guy, and you just can’t go trusting every single Tom, Dick, and Harry that walks through that
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