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1

“Why are you here?” Renee asked, walking
down the bar to where I was just climbing on to a stool.

“Uh...thirst.” I suggested. “It's...a
bar.”

Renee shook her head. Her short black hair
swirled slightly. “No, you're supposed to be writing.”

I shrugged. “Just taking a break.”

Renee wiped the bar off with a towel, though
there wasn't anything there to wipe. I suspected it was just habit
from years of working at the Hamlet Pub.

“Writer's block.” Renee said sadly. “I hear
it happens to the best of them.”

“Well, that would exempt me then.” I said.
“Anyway, I don't have writer's block. Actually, there isn't such a
thing. It's just an excuse.”

Harry, the owner appeared from somewhere in
the back. “Hey, Sammy. How are you doing? Oh, wait, you're here.”
Harry shook his head sadly. “Writer's block, eh?”

I opened my mouth to say something, but
Renee set a beer in front of me and leaned over the bar.

“Did you hear?” She asked.

I looked at her for a moment. I waved a hand
towards Harry. “He's standing right here. How could I not hear?
And, for the last time, I don't have---”

Renee waved off my protest. “No, the town
council's big announcement.”

I took a drink of beer. “No, but I really
don't---”

“They say that they have made arrangements
to solve the problem with stray dogs and cats.” Renee said.

I shrugged. “I didn't know there was a
problem with strays.”

Renee nodded. “Oh yeah. They're everywhere.
But at least they aren't emus.”

“Ugh.” Harry said with a nod. “Emus.”

“Emus?” I stared at the two of them.

Renee shook her as she swiped at another
nonexistent stain on the bar. “Tom Crawley. Owns an old farm north
of town. Was raising emus. Bad idea.”

Harry pulled a rack of glasses out of the
dishwasher. “It was pretty exciting at first, you know for the kids
and all. Kept them entertained for while.”

I nodded. “Parents taking their kids out to
see them.”

Harry shook his head. “No. The older kids.
They do like challenges. You know you can't just go out and tip
emus like you can cows.”

“Uh...I suppose not.” I said.

Renee nodded in agreement. “They don't like
that much. And they can be very ornery.”

“Anyway,” Harry continued, “kind of fun at
first, but, later, well, who knew those things could jump a
fence.”

I thought about it for a moment. “How high
was the fence?”

Harry shrugged as he jammed glasses under
the bar. “You know. Just regular fence. Cow pasture fence.”

I looked skeptical. “What is that, about 3
or 4 feet? An emu is like 6 feet tall.”

Harry waved a hand. “There you go. Who knew
they could jump. Pretty fast buggers too.”

“So what happened to them?” I asked, despite
the fact that a voice in the back of my head implored me not to
ask.

“Well, we couldn't catch 'em. Too fast. So,
we had to declare them in season.” Harry explained.

“In season?” I asked, still ignoring that
voice. “You have an emu season?”

“Ha!” Renee said. “We have a season for
everything.”

I started to say something, but Harry cut me
off.

“Naturally. How do you know what might
wander thru? You need to be ready.”

“It's Michigan.” I said. “Other than being
overrun with deer, there's not much in the way of exotic animals to
hunt here.”

“You'd be surprised.” Harry said.

“Definitely.” Renee agreed.

I was tempted to ask more about that, but,
for the sake of my mental health, I left it alone.

“So...hunters shot them all.”

Harry nodded. “Most of them. Not just
hunters. Everybody. It was kind of a festival. A lot of fun. Except
for the property damage. Lot of that. Not everyone here is a good
shot. Actually, hardly anybody is.”

“Most of them?” I asked.

“Well, there was the road kill.” Renee
chipped in.

“Ugh. That. They don't make good roadkill.
Very messy.” Harry said, nodding solemnly.

I tried picturing something, anything that
looked good as roadkill. Nothing came to mind.

“So you hunted them all down?” I asked.

Harry shrugged. “Maybe. Hard to be sure.
Anyway, they're not in season now. Sure was a great festival.
Couldn't stand another piece of emu if you paid me, though. That
stuff gets old after a couple weeks of eating it.” He stuffed the
glasses rack behind the bar somewhere and headed over to the cash
register.

“Anyway,” Renee said, “the town council's
taking care of the stray dog and cat issue.”

I nodded. “They do tackle the big
issues.”

“Well they, wait, was that sarcasm?” Renee
said frowning at me.

I pointed to my beer. “Is that beer?”

Renee looked at me as if I was speaking a
foreign language. “Yes. Of course it is.”

We stared at each other for a moment.

I thought she might catch on that we were
both asking a question with an obvious answer. I gave up. “Yes.
That was sarcasm.”

Renee shook her head. “Sammy, you should
take more interest in the town you live in.”

“I don't live here. I'm just house sitting.
As soon as my gypsy parents return they can have their house back
and I will be on my merry way.” I said, emphatically.

Renee drew another beer and slid it over to
Ben Sterling, a fixture in the bar. He once owned a print shop next
door to the bar, but now only seemed to own a bar stool.

“Nonsense.” Renee said.

I sighed. “So, what is this
'arrangement'?”

“Don't know.” Renee replied. “They didn't
say.”

Ben mumbled something. His speech was
sufficiently slurred that only Renee seemed capable of
understanding him.

Renee flashed him a look and turned to me.
“He says he doesn't read your stories because they're...horror
stories.”

“I don't write horror stories.” I said
glancing over at Ben.

Ben started to say something more, but Renee
reached out and slid his beer away from him. He shut up and she
slid it back.

Harry looked up from the cash register. “Oh,
Sammy, I was supposed to tell you that Becky wants you to meet her
here at 6:30.”

I nodded.

Renee smiled. “Another reason you're not
going anywhere.”

I started to say something, but Ben mumbled
something to Renee.

“I know the difference between horror and
horrible. Behave yourself.” Renee whispered harshly at Ben.

I sighed, took a drink and headed for the
door.

“Don't forget. 6:30.” Renee called after
me.

I waved over my shoulder. “6:30.”
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“You're luscious.”

I was half way across the parking lot. I
stopped and turned. Billy Fallon. A ten year old pain in the---

“What?” I asked.

“My mom says you're luscious.” Billy
said.

“Uh, well, that's very kind of her, but I
don't really know your mother.” I said.

Billy shook his head. “I don't think she
meant it to be nice. She says all people who drink are
luscious.”

“You mean lushes.”

Billy studied me. It was obvious he thought
I was an idiot. “That's what I said. People like you are
luscious.”

A couple walked past and stared at the two
of us, obviously overhearing the conversation. I didn't recognize
them. If they were tourists and here in Hamlet, they were clearly
lost.

I shook my head. “I am not a lush.”

“Everyone that goes in there are luscious.
My mom says.” Billy said firmly.

“Whatever.” I said and started to walk past
Billy.

“My mom says that drunks are luscious.”
Billy said as I passed him.

“I am not a drunk.” I said over my
shoulder.

“She says God doesn't like drunks. God
thinks they are luscious too. God probably thinks you're luscious.”
Billy said nodding.

I stopped and turned slightly back towards
Billy. “Well, God probably has many thoughts about me, but
'luscious' I'm sure is not one of them.”

I climbed into my car and pulled out of the
parking lot.

The Hamlet Pub hung on the side of a hill
overlooking two sets of railroad tracks separated by a slow flowing
creek. Between the two tracks the main road crossed the creek via a
small bridge. At the bottom of the hill leading to the tracks on
the left a vague gravel path ran parallel to the first set of
tracks.

As I reached the bottom of the hill
something caught my eye. A sad suggestion of a truck was parked
down along the gravel path. I recognized the truck, with a slight
cringe. Wilson Daggot. An old scraggly jack-of-no-trades. If there
was a buck to be made at something Wilson Daggot was willing, but
probably not very able.

I spotted Wilson down along the bank of the
creek. I couldn't tell exactly what he was doing, but, with Wilson,
it was likely to be of a questionable nature. I hesitated, but the
stupid side of my brain, which seemingly has far too much control
over my actions, caused me to swerve down the gravel lane.

I climbed out of the car and walked over to
Wilson at the edge of the creek.

“Its mine.” Wilson said defensively.

“What's yours?” I asked, not really wanting
to know the answer, but unable to regain control of myself from the
stupid side of my brain.

“Its mine. I saw it first.” Wilson was
trying pull something out of the water just below the bank. He had
a long stick and was repeatedly pulling the object closer, but it
kept slipping off the end of the stick before he could lift it out
of the water.

“What are you talking about?” I said leaning
out over the bank a little. I spotted what looked like a suitcase
tentatively dangling at the end of Wilson's stick.

“I don't know, but its mine.” Wilson said
firmly.

He was about to lose it off the end of the
stick again for what seemed like the tenth time in the minute I had
been standing there. Without thinking, a behavior I was gifted at,
I stepped down into the creek and grabbed the handle of what was
indeed a small suitcase and dragged it up on to the bank.

Wilson quickly grabbed it up and held it
close to his chest. I shook my leg as I pulled it out of the
creek.

“Well, open it up. Let's see if we can
figure out who it belongs to.” I said.

Wilson stared at me. “It's mine. I found
it.”

I shook my head. “It belongs to someone.
Open it up.”

Reluctantly Wilson set the suitcase down on
the ground. He reached for the latches, then stopped.

“What?” I asked, impatiently. My soggy pant
leg, sock and shoe was souring my typically cheery personality.

“What if there's a bomb inside?” Wilson's
hands shook a little. He eased himself back away from the suitcase.
His greasy wild hair giving him a more pronounced fearful look.

I sighed. “And what exactly would someone be
bombing in Hamlet? Though, I could think of a number of places here
that...well, anyway...” For a moment I considered the possibility
of a bomb inside. Hmm, where was Billy Fallon when you needed him.
Reluctantly, I shrugged off the idea.

I turned the suitcase around towards me.
There were days since I had come back to Hamlet to house sit for my
parents while they were on what seemed like a never ending vacation
that I probably would have wished this suitcase did contain a bomb.
I was approaching that feeling once again. Without hesitating I
flipped the latches and opened the suitcase.

We both stared at the contents for a quiet
moment.

“Mine...” Wilson whispered, slowly rubbing
the gray stubble that always covered his face.

I sat quietly staring at the only thing in
the suitcase. Bundles of cash. Only one thought twirled around in
my head: Trouble.
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“Sammy, that's mine!” Wilson whined as we
stood in the garage of my parent's house.

I turned back to face him. “I have been over
this already. Sooner or later someone is going to come looking for
this money and I have a strong feeling they are not going to be
happy when they can't find it.”

“Then they'll just go away.” Wilson said
with a smile.

“Not likely.” I said. I headed towards the
basement door.

“But, Sammy!”

“Wilson, stop. I am going to hide this until
we can find out where it comes from. Until then---don't tell
anyone. Understood?” I stared back at him.

Wilson pouted, but nodded silently.

“Besides,” I said, “we should be taking this
to Russell, but I will sit on it for the moment.” I wasn't
completely confident that Hamlet's finest, its one and only, would
know what to do with it. While Russell Crane was fine for settling
the endless onslaught of Hamlet's typical crime, bar fights and
missing livestock, real crime and its inherent investigation was
not his strength.

“If no one comes looking for it,” I
continued, “and we don't determine it belongs to anyone, then you
can have it.”

“How long will that take?” Wilson asked
anxiously.

I shrugged. “I have no idea. We'll just have
to see.”

Wilson's shoulders slumped slightly.

I glanced at my watch. 6:40. Crap. Even
bigger trouble. Becky.

“I need to go.” I said and lugged the
suitcase into the house. 20 minutes, a dry pair of pants, socks and
shoes later I pulled into the parking lot
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