
        
            [image: cover]
        



    
        
          Long Held Lake Secrets

        

        
        
          Elaine L. Orr

        

        
          Published by Elaine L. Orr, 2023.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      LONG HELD LAKE SECRETS

    

    
      First edition. December 1, 2023.

      Copyright © 2023 Elaine L. Orr.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8215901854

    

    
    
      Written by Elaine L. Orr.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


LONG HELD LAKE SECRETS

 


Family History Mystery Series


Book 5

 


 


Elaine L. Orr


LONG HELD LAKE SECRETS

 


Family History Mystery Series


Book 5

 


Elaine L. Orr

 


Copyright 2023 by Elaine L. Orr

 


All Rights Reserved

This book may not be copied in any form.

 


Discover all books in the Family History Mystery
Series

Least Trodden
Ground

Unscheduled Murder Trip

Mountain Rails of Old

Gilded Path to Nowhere

Long Held Lake Secrets

Other Books Include

Jolie Gentil
Cozy Mystery Series

River’s Edge Cozy Mystery Series

Logland Mystery Series

 


www.elaineorr.com

https://elaineorr.blogspot.com

ISBN: 979-8-215901-85-4

Library of Congress Preassigned

Control Number for Print edition:
2023916335


 


ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

​


Stories can come to an author, but few good
ones are written without some research on the area, its history, or
its inhabitants. I’ve grown more comfortable with the history of
Garrett County, Maryland, and did get to visit Oakland and the area
around it this year. However, I knew almost nothing about the
creation of Deep Creek Lake, the beautiful source for power and
recreation. The dam and land around it are today managed by the
Maryland Department of Natural Resources.

 


A short video on dam construction

https://www.youtube.com/watch?app=desktop&v=NKMJ0T6-XtY

Basic description of the dam today

https://dnr.maryland.gov/pprp/Pages/DeepCreek/index.aspx

 


Because much of Long Held Lake Secrets
revolves around the thousands of acres of farms and homesites
submerged to create the lake, I wanted to learn about how things
looked before the Youghiogheny River was dammed to form it. That
was 100 years ago! As usual, the Garrett County Historical Society
had information. In its virtual map room, I found a document that
helped me get oriented. The county museums website is a treasure
trove. As are its staff.

https://garrettcountymuseums.com/virtual-map-room/

Look for the County Road Map, Youghiogheny
Hydro-Electric Corporation

1924 Map of roads to be relocated for
flooding of Deep Creek Lake

 


Dimsey’s Domain calls itself the online attic
for Chris Nichols, and they have a terrific map of Deep Creek Lake
– Then and Now. The base layer is the 1901 topographical and
election district map when it was just Deep Creek, not Deep Creek
Lake. They then laid over bathymetry [depth of the war] and sonar
imagery of the lake bed, along with current-day roads, property
developments and other modern features. Cool to look at or buy.
https://dimesy.com/deep-creek-lake-then-and-now-map/

 


Realtors in the area have written lots of
history. Not to make other realtors angry, but Taylor-Made Deep
Creek Sales has beautiful pictures, videos, and history
articles. Chris Nichols, of Dimsey’s Domain, works for them.

 


The Jones Raid Into Garrett County,
Maryland (2004) is a short booklet that brings the Civil War
into Oakland, MD. The author is the late District Court Judge,
Ralph M. Burnett, and it’s available at the historical society.

 


The Policy Manual for the Maryland Natural
Resource Police helped me understand how the state works with
county governments relating to parkland. While my books don’t focus
on forensics or the details of crime solving, the website for the
Garrett County
Sheriff gives a sense of law enforcement in the
area.

 


Thanks to Thomas Vose, Director of the Ruth
Enlow Library of Garrett County, and other library staff for
hosting me for a book signing in May 2023. The five libraries in
this rural county bring books to life for a far flung
population.

 


As always, thanks to my critique friends,
Angela Myers, J. Dave Webb, and Karen Musser Nortman. Special
thanks to Amy Brantley for her proofreading skills. She caught the
biggest boo-boo of my writing career.


 


DEDICATION

​


To my husband, James W. Larkin and my
siblings, Dan, Wayne, and Grant Orr and Diane Orr-Fisher. And my
nieces, nephews, grandnieces and grandnephews. I’m glad there are
too many of you to name. Family First.

Love,

Aunt E.


 


Table of Contents

​ ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

DEDICATION

CHAPTER
ONE

CHAPTER
TWO

CHAPTER
THREE

CHAPTER
FOUR

CHAPTER
FIVE

CHAPTER
SIX

CHAPTER
SEVEN

CHAPTER
EIGHT

CHAPTER
NINE

CHAPTER
TEN

CHAPTER
ELEVEN

CHAPTER
TWELVE

CHAPTER
THIRTEEN

CHAPTER
FOURTEEN

CHAPTER
FIFTEEN

CHAPTER
SIXTEEN

CHAPTER
SEVENTEEN

CHAPTER
EIGHTEEN

CHAPTER
NINETEEN

CHAPTER
TWENTY

CHAPTER
TWENTY-ONE

CHAPTER
TWENTY-TWO

CHAPTER
TWENTY-THREE

BOOKS BY ELAINE
L. ORR

ABOUT THE
AUTHOR


CHAPTER ONE

​


Wednesday, Day 1

Uncle Benjamin spoke
vigorously. “I tell you, something’s wrong. In the twenty
years after my Clara died, Thelma Zorn never invited me to her
house for dinner. Why would she invite you now?”

Digger couldn’t hide a smirk. “Should we make a list
of reasons she didn’t ask you?”

“Respect your elders. Especially the dead
ones.”

“I respected you when you were alive and when you
popped up on my kitchen table after your burial. I can still think
of reasons Thelma might not invite you to dinner.”

Uncle Benjamin harrumphed and
floated into the back seat. “I shouldn’t have let you
talk me into coming.”

“I didn’t…” Digger stopped. Because Uncle Benjamin
had to stay in his former (now her) home, the Ancestral Sanctuary,
or with her, he often felt bored. No need to remind him he had
invited himself.

“What exactly did she say?”

“She said she was going through some old family
letters a lawyer sent her from her late brother’s estate. Something
I might want to see. That’s all.”

Digger drove halfway down Meadow Mountain and turned
right from Crooked Leg Road to head to Maple Grove. The town of
2,000 came into view and Digger took a moment to enjoy the last
light of the setting sun mixing with curls of smoke from a few
chimneys. She loved autumn in the Maryland mountains.

She braked at a stop sign near the hardware store
Uncle Benjamin owned long ago and skidded a few inches on the damp
leaves dotting the road.

“You should get your brakes looked at.”

No, Digger thought, I should probably get my head
examined for letting you tag along. “You said you wanted to look at
whatever Thelma found, but you also said you’d mind your
beeswax.”

Uncle Benjamin floated through the
front passenger seat to sit next to Digger again. “Her
last sibling. That has to be tough.”

“To be honest, I don’t know
anything about her family. I guess I met her about fifteen years
ago, when you dragged me to the Maple Grove Historical Society. She
never mentioned…”

“I did not drag you. You couldn’t wait to look for
your great-grandparents in those old cemetery indexes.”

Digger smiled. “Because you told me
it was like solving a puzzle. When I told Thelma I didn’t find a
prize, she gave me a butterscotch candy.”

Uncle Benjamin leaned forward to
peer through the front window. “I think her driveway is
coming up. I can’t see squat after dusk.”

Digger turned on her right blinker. “She’s cooking
baked chicken, and you always told her she should fry it. Please
keep your culinary comments to yourself.”

He started to respond, but Digger had turned into
Thelma’s driveway. She was visible, peering through the picture
window that overlooked the porch of her large Craftsman bungalow.
As Digger parked her Jeep near the porch steps, she thought she
could see a furrowed brow under Thelma’s snow-white hair.

Uncle Benjamin floated through the front passenger
window, for once saying nothing.

Thelma opened her door and gestured that Digger
should enter. “The chicken is just ready to come out of the
oven.”

“Maybe you can add more salt.”

Digger never knew whether to be
glad she was the only one who could hear him or wish others could
so they would know what a smart aleck he could be.

 


DIGGER DECLINED A SECOND piece of apple pie and slid
her chair back from the mahogany table Thelma’s parents had bought
near the turn of the last century. “If I ate like that every night,
I’d have to buy a new bathroom scale. It was delicious.”

No comment from Uncle Benjamin, who had wandered into
the living room to examine items Thelma had spread on her coffee
table. He had started snooping as soon as they arrived, but Thelma
wanted to wait until after supper to show them to Digger.

“You’re allowed to carry your dishes to the kitchen
sink, but you can’t wash them. I splurged on a dishwasher last
month. First time in my life I’ve had one.”

“I can at least load them.”

Thelma stood, and appeared to steady herself lightly
on the table. “No, the ads said you could put dishes with dried
food in there and they’d come out clean. It’s true. It’s like
having a maid.”

Digger acquiesced and carried both of their plates
and silverware to the sink. She automatically took the box of
plastic wrap off a shelf near the sink, covered the leftover
chicken, and placed it in the fridge.

Thelma did the same with the remains of the pie and
pointed toward the living room. “Now you’ll pay the price for your
meal.”

“You know I’m happy to help you with anything.” And
she was. Thelma had been one of Uncle Benjamin’s closest friends
and had shared some of Digger’s own family secrets with her after
he died. Uncle Benjamin hadn’t even known much about them.

“Have a seat on the couch. I put some family letters
on the coffee table, with the bill of sale from when my parents
sold their farm to the Eastern Land Corporation in the mid-1920s. I
just received these.”

“I’ve read that the state licensed the land
corporation to acquire the land for Deep Creek Lake.” Digger slid
onto the gray camelback sofa and turned to gently run her fingers
over the hump in the middle of the back. “Did this belong to your
parents, too?”

“No. They had one, but this is a copy from, oh the
1970s. Not a very modern look, but I like it.”

Digger surveyed the displayed materials as Thelma sat
next to her. “I didn’t realize your family had to sell a farm so
the lake could be filled.”

“Before your time. Mine, too,” Uncle Benjamin said.

Digger turned her head slightly to
see him sitting on the top of the sofa’s hump. She hated it when he
didn’t announce his location before he spoke.

“Yes. I wasn’t born until 1945, so
my family had lived in Oakland for many years by that time. But my
mother often talked about her vegetable garden and their apple
trees.” She picked up the bill of sale. “These came from my brother
Theodore’s estate. It shows the family received $400 an acre, which
seemed like a fortune then.”

Digger had noted the bottom line on
the document. Probably a good price for the time, but the family
would have lost their livelihood. Thelma’s parents wouldn’t have
been old enough to retire. Not that there would have been Social
Security back then.

Thelma seemed to sense Digger’s
thoughts. “My father worked at the old Naylor’s Hardware in Oakland
for, I don’t know, more than twenty years after they left their
farm. He died not long after the original owner did, in the
mid-sixties.” She handed the bill of sale to Digger.

“Was your family bitter about
having to sell?” Digger glanced at the paper as she spoke. The Zorn
family had sold their land and house. Some people had moved their
buildings before the land was flooded. Or maybe Thelma’s parents’
property had been one of those that had been bought because the
roads that led to them would be flooded rather than the property
itself.

“By the time I had any memories of
conversations about it, they didn’t seem to be. You have to
remember that hydroelectric dam brought reliable power to the area.
And jobs. I guess that softened the loss somewhat.”

“Plus, the money doesn’t look too bad,”
Uncle Benjamin said.

“What did bother them was that they
didn’t think the property was initially supposed to be part of the
lake itself. My oldest brothers looked at the plans for the dam –
this was many years later – and their farm was just inside the area
to be flooded. I suppose my parents didn’t look at the engineering
drawings too closely. Who would?”

“Me. Would’ve been nice to take a Sunday drive to
look at the old home.”

“That must have been disconcerting.
To think a place you used to live would be at the bottom of Deep
Creek Lake.”

Thelma shrugged. “I think it was
for my mother. Her parents built it. From the pictures, you can
tell it was in good condition to live there, but folks they talked
to about moving the house said they couldn’t guarantee it could be
relocated without a lot of damage.”

“Ah. That would be hard to hear.”

“That old house is part of why I asked you over
tonight.” Thelma picked up an inch-high stack of handwritten
letters and began to shuffle through them.

Uncle Benjamin moved to sit between Digger and
Thelma. Digger could never make him understand how creepy it was
when he squeezed into a space that wouldn’t fit a living person. A
solid, as Uncle Benjamin had begun to refer to the living. He
adjusted the red cardigan he’d been buried in and peered at the
letters as Thelma sifted through them.

“I dove into those letters to read them, but it’s
harder than with a book because they aren’t bound.”

This particular skill had been useful in the past.
Uncle Benjamin could search a thick tome much faster than Digger
could read through it.

Thelma glanced at Digger. “My brother Theodore
inherited these from our older sister, Therese. She died four years
ago, and he passed a few months ago.”

“I’m sorry,” Digger said.

Thelma shrugged. “At my age, you expect to lose
people. I won’t pretend it’s easy, but it’s how it is. When
Theodore and I talked on the phone, several times he said he wanted
to come from California to bring what he called, ‘a bunch of papers
and stuff’ to me. But then he got sick…” her voice trailed off.

“A three-thousand-mile trip is a lot harder when
you’re an old geezer,” Uncle Benjamin
said. “Ask her how old Theodore was.”

Digger gestured to the table. “I’m
sorry you didn’t get to go through these with him. Was he too old
to travel?”

“He was only eighty, but I didn’t
realize he had prostate cancer until just before he died. The
lawyer handling his estate said Theodore’s doctor said it generally
progressed slowly in people his age, so he didn’t have to do
radiation or whatever.” She cleared her throat. “Apparently that’s
only true most of the time.”

“Gosh, I’m so sorry.” Digger
wondered how much more she didn’t know about Thelma.

Thelma sat up straighter. “We talked a few times
when he still could. Once for more than an hour. He said his lawyer
would send me anything that had family memories, or important
papers. I said fine, but I couldn’t imagine what he had.”

Uncle Benjamin had paid close
attention to her. “I wish I’d have been here to help her
deal with this.”

In the awkward moment, Digger
asked, “When did you move from Oakland to Maple Grove?”

“I got my teaching certificate at
what used to be Frostburg State Teachers College in 1966, and there
was an opening at the elementary school here. I thought I would
just stay a year or two, but I fell in love with Maple
Grove.”

“It’s easy to do.” Digger nodded to
a card table in the corner. “Did your brother’s attorney send those
two photo albums, too?”

“Yes. I went through them quickly.
I became engrossed in these letters. They’re mostly between my
second-oldest brother, Thomas, and my sister Therese. He was born
in 1925, so he heard a lot about the farm my parents had to
sell.”

Digger said the names silently.
Theodore, Thelma, Thomas, and Therese.

Uncle Benjamin rose from the
couch. “What were the parents thinking? That’s way too
many names that start with the same letters.”

“So, there were four of you?” Digger asked.

“Five. My brother Thad, Thaddeus,
was killed in 1945, in Germany. Just when my parents had begun to
hope he would make it home.” She smiled, sadly. “I was born a few
days after they got word. My mother said it brought at least some
joy.”

Uncle Benjamin turned his head,
sharply, toward Thelma. “She never told me that.”

“So, you were the baby?”

She nodded. “My mother had children
between 1920 and 1945. Not as uncommon then as it would be now.”
She handed one of the letters to Digger. “Read this, if you would.
It’s from Therese to Thomas.”

Digger took the letter as Thelma
said, “Thomas was born in 1925 and Therese in 1930. Thaddeus, the
one who died in the War, was born in 1920, and Theodore was only
seven years older than I am. He was born in 1938.”

“Sounds like Thelma was a surprise.”

Digger had to agree with him. She
turned her attention to the letter from Therese to Thomas. She had
used a fountain pen on the onionskin paper, so the precise writing
was only on one side.

 


Dear Thomas,

If what you say is true, that’s a fantastic story.
It does sound more like a story than fact. If mother and father had
gold and silver coins, why on earth would they have been buried
behind some of the stones in the foundation? And why wouldn’t they
have dug them out before they had to leave?

We always had food to eat, but you would remember
better than me that they talked about some lean years after they
moved to town.

It’s almost time to plant my garden. Eastern Ohio
isn’t as mountainous as Garrett County, but it’s much cooler in the
spring than where you are in Kansas. You should come to visit soon.
We aren’t getting any younger, you know.

Love,

Therese

 


Digger looked at the date on the
letter. May 15, 1992. She glanced at Thelma. “So, Therese would
have been sixty-two and Thomas sixty-seven. Not so old. Did you
ever hear anything about gold or silver coins?”

Thelma shook her head. “Like a lot
of families back then, my parents had a few silver dollars from the
late 1890s and early 20th century, but they weren’t
worth more than a few dollars each. They kept them in a
rose-colored Depression glass bowl in the china cabinet and let us
look at them now and again.”

“They’d be worth more now, I
suppose,” Digger said.

“I wouldn’t mind having them now, that’s for sure,”
Thelma said.

“Where’s the letter her brother wrote to the
sister?” Uncle Benjamin asked.

Digger repeated his question.

Thelma took a letter from the top
of the pile. “It’s here. Or I think it is. I’m not sure where
Theodore kept it, or maybe it was Therese, but you can see how
faded the writing is. He seemed to press firmly with his pen at the
beginning of sentences, but then maybe he didn’t have a lot of
strength in his hand to keep pressing hard.”

Digger took the letter and held it
up to the lamp on her right. Uncle Benjamin moved closer and almost
put his head on the paper, which annoyed Digger, though she
couldn’t tell him that with Thelma nearby.

Unlike his sister, Thomas had used more traditional
note paper, so the ink had not been absorbed as much as with the
onion skin paper. “I see what you mean.” She could make out some
words.

“Mother told me this not long…”

“I know she talked most to…”

“I didn’t believe…”

“She did talk about…specific…near the
west…”

Digger lowered the letter and
looked at Thelma. “Holly and I have a really good scanner in our
office. I might be able to scan this and use some photo editing
software to bring up more of the faded text.”

“I always knew that graphics design business of
yours would come in handy,” Uncle Benjamin
said.

“That would be good but, well, I don’t want to lose
any of these letters.” She gestured to the pile.

“If you want, you could bring it to
our office. You know where it is, across from the children’s
clothing store.”

Thelma raised her eyebrows. “But you’re on the
second floor.”

Digger and Holly had briefly wondered if they should
situate their office in a building without an elevator, but few of
the older Maple Grove buildings had one. They decided they would go
to their customers if someone couldn’t hike the staircase.

“Yes, sorry about that. You could drive up and I
could come down to get the letter from you.”

Thelma’s hesitation vanished. “I’m
volunteering at the historical society tomorrow. I could drop it
off on the way there, and you could bring it over to me when you’re
done.”

Digger forced a smile. Her partner
wasn’t always pleased when she brought her history hobby to the
office. Holly maintained that often when Digger dug into the past,
something unpleasant popped up.


CHAPTER TWO

​


DIGGER GOT TO You Think, We Design in Maple Grove’s
commercial district at eight Thursday morning. She parked in front
of the two-story building, one of a row of brightly painted
structures housing gift shops, a children’s clothing store, and a
real estate office.

She’d arrived early enough to do some work on the
program for a Chamber of Commerce Spring Gala before Holly arrived.
They tried to divide the projects at You Think, We Design
equitably, but it didn’t always work out that way. This day would
be a good example, with Thelma dropping off her letter for Digger
to scan and try to decipher.

Bitsy had joined Digger and Uncle Benjamin in the
office, and the German shepherd lay quietly in the sun that
streamed in from the large picture window. Uncle Benjamin floated
down from the attic and sat on Digger’s computer screen. She
glanced at him, went back to typing, and then pointed to her screen
“Bitsy interrupts me less.”

Uncle Benjamin hung his head over the monitor to read
the note. “But I have good ideas. You remember there are parade
costumes in those two trunks in the building’s attic?”

“Yep.”

“You told me you couldn’t get good parade pictures
to put in the chamber’s annual report last year. Why don’t you get
some people to pose wearing some of those costumes?”

Digger stopped typing to regard him. He now wore a
Union Army general’s outfit, complete with three stars on the
lapel. She put her eyes back to the screen. “Not a bad idea, but
maybe pick something from earlier in Maryland history. What about
Robert Garrett? He got a lot of the B&O Railroad financed.
Without him, we might not be here.”

Uncle Benjamin snapped his fingers
and appeared in deerskin, with what Digger thought was a
Pennsylvania long rifle. “I’ll be my ancestor, Meshach
Browning, best hunter to ever live.” And he
was gone.

She sometimes envied him his ability to think of an
outfit and appear in it. She mostly preferred to put her brown hair
in a pony tail and wear Dockers and knit sweaters. She didn’t like
to have to think too much about clothes.

A door opened and shut on the first floor, announcing
Holly. She moved lightly up the stairs, entered the office, and
stood with one hand over her mouth in a dramatic gesture of
surprise. “Digger Browning, not only did you beat me here, you
already have your coffee and you’re working.”

Bitsy woofed in agreement and rose from his spot in
front of the window.

“I’m the epitome of conscientious work.” Digger
smiled.

Holly bent to pet the dog on the head, scratching him
behind his ever-alert ears as she did so. She stood again. “Isn’t
that the Chamber Gala Program? I said I’d do half.” She put her
purse and a folder on her desk, which sat in the middle of the
large office, and moved toward the coffee pot.

“I know. But I may need to take an hour later to scan
and look at something Thelma Zorn got from her late brother.’

Holly poured her coffee. “He died recently?”

“Not sure of the exact date, but his estate attorney
sent Thelma a bunch of papers and letters. One of the letters she
most wants to read is so faded I thought I’d try to enhance
it.”

Uncle Benjamin poked his head
through the ceiling. “I want to get a look at that,
too.”

Digger started and frowned toward him. Holly did a
gimme gesture as she sat at her desk.

Digger grinned. “She’s going to drive to the curb
this morning so I can get it from her. Didn’t want it out of her
sight overnight.”

“Can she climb those stairs?” Holly asked.

“I’m going down to get them. She’s volunteering at
the historical society and then I guess she’ll pick them up when
she’s done.”

“Ask Holly if her ornery grandmother will be at
the MGHS at the same time.”

Digger turned back to her work. “Is your Grandmother
Audrey there today?”

“She’s not on the schedule, but she thinks the Maple
Grove Historical Society would wither away without her. So, I’d bet
yes.” She glanced at Digger’s blazer. “No button?”

Digger lifted her blazer’s lapel to show a two-inch
round button that said, “I dig genealogy.” The background was a
lone headstone and shovel.

“Perfect. You should wear it on the outside.”

“After I visit any clients we may have today. Not
everybody likes my humor.”

Holly turned to her computer. “They should get a
life.”

Uncle Benjamin almost stuck his
nose on Digger’s computer screen. “Does that say The
Chamber is giving O’Bannon an award? Goes to show if you hang
around long enough, somebody’ll give you a medal or
something.”

Digger reminded herself his head wasn’t really in her
face. “Doug’s done a lot for the chamber through the years.”

Holly looked up. “Is Doug O’Bannon getting the
Lifetime Achievement Award?”

Digger swore to herself. She usually remembered to
type an answer for Uncle Benjamin rather than saying it out loud.
“Yep. He lived not far from me when I had that house in town.”

“That house with the leaking pipes.”

Digger typed, “Go away.”

He did.

She had just closed the Gala Program and told Holly
to have a look at what she’d done so far when a horn honked from
the street below. “I bet that’s Thelma. Be right back.”

As she got to the office door, Bitsy raised her head.
“Stay with Holly, I’ll be right back.”

She clattered down the creaky steps and out the front
door, waving as Thelma put down her car’s passenger side
window.

“Good morning, Digger.” Thelma turned off the Ford
Taurus’ engine and leaned across the front seat. She thrust a
three-inch pile of aged correspondence through the window. “Would
it take a long time to do all of these? We’ve been scanning letters
and such at the historical society so we have those digital copy
things.”

“Ha! Now you’re in for it!” Uncle Benjamin swooped across the hood of Thelma’s car and
peered through the driver’s side window. “She’s wearing
that red-white-and-blue scarf I gave her for her birthday one
year.”

Digger forced a smile. “I can, Thelma, but not all
today, probably. Workday, and all that.”

“Of course. I guess you can keep the ones you don’t
get done and I can get them tomorrow. Or could you drop them
by?”

If it had been anyone else, Digger would say they had
a lot of nerve. But Thelma had spent hundreds of hours helping
people preserve local and family history. She supposed she should
be gracious about it. “Why don’t you honk this afternoon and I’ll
return what I’ve done. When I’ve finished all of them, I’ll give
you a flash drive with the scanned versions.”

Thelma smiled broadly. “You’re so good, Digger.” She
put up the passenger window.

Uncle Benjamin stood next to Digger
as Thelma pulled away. “Did you notice she was
occasionally somewhat off-balance last night?” he asked.

“What?”

He tapped his head with a
forefinger. “She was trying to hide it. Old people can be
crafty.”

 


DIGGER studied the letter. She had scanned it on a
dark setting and then used some tools in Photoshop to enhance the
faded penmanship. The first part of Thomas Zorn’s letter to his
sister Therese had become very clear. Digger had begun to think
that it had been protected by the envelope and much of the rest of
the letter had been exposed, as if someone left it on a desk or
even in a drawer for a long time.

 


Dear Therese,

You’re right, I shouldn’t have left you hanging. We
aren’t getting any younger, but I’m not ready to head out to
pasture yet. Besides, I wanted to talk to you more about it.

I know you poo-poo’d the idea of anything valuable
being left in Mom and Dad’s house when they moved out. But I’ve
begun to believe it could be.

Then the text became faded and only
some could be read, even after Digger’s efforts.

Mother told me not long before she died that when
they moved to the house in Oakland [unreadable] missing the sapphire [unreadable] ring she had inherited from her
mother. She searched [unreadable].

“I know she talked most to [unreadable] in [unreadable]. Before he left, he told me he had
dived [two inches unreadable] her
feel better. When he told her that was why, it made her
mad!

“Later he told me more, but I wasn’t sure
[unreadable] I should repeat
it.

 


Then the text became more readable
again, perhaps having been in the envelope instead of exposed to
the air.

 


“Mother did talk to Thad about [unreadable] near
the west wall, which is where mother kept the fruit and vegetables
she canned. Mother mentioned the rosebush Dad gave her one year,
and said she had him plant it near where he hid things. But on the
outside of the house, of course.

I can believe Dad wanting to hide valuables in
little tin boxes, but not that he would take mother’s jewelry and
put it somewhere just before they moved.

Do you think there could be anything to it? And even
if there could be, what would we do at this point?

Give it some thought and write me back. But soon,
not your usual two months, okay?

Love,

Thomas

 


Digger stared at the page. She might get more, but
for now this would have to do. It sounded as if Thomas had talked
to oldest son Thad about coins buried in the foundation of the
family farmhouse. The “before he left” reference could mean World
War II, and the phrase before that could have been “rest in peace.”
Or not.

She sat back in her desk chair and stared at the
computer screen from a distance.

“Anything interesting in the letters?” Holly
asked.

“Because you won’t mention it to Audrey,” Digger
smiled at Holly, “I’ll tell you her brother seemed to think their
father buried some things near the foundation of the home that her
parents owned before the lake flooded their property.” She
elaborated on Thelma’s interest and that the family had sold the
property but didn’t initially think their house would be
submerged.

“Hmm,” Holly said. “You read about the land being
flooded and all the trees they cut down so they wouldn’t be in the
lake. Seems if Thelma’s family had trees cut down on their property
that would be a clue.”

“Good point. I’ll find a way to ask her, but she may
not know. She wasn’t born until 1945.”

“Of course,” Holly said. “But even if her father
buried something, that was almost 100 years ago. Seems like the
water could have worn away soil that covered anything.”

“Makes sense.” Digger turned toward the scanner she
had placed next to her computer. “I’m going to quickly scan a bunch
more of these, but not read them. That way I’ll be done with
it.”

Uncle Benjamin peered into the scanner, probably to
try to read the next letter, which Digger had already placed on the
glass. “This is way too interesting to ignore.”

“Aren’t you having lunch with Marty?” Holly asked.
“See what he thinks about buried treasure.”

Digger grinned. “I’ll have to think about that. I
don’t want him letting on to Thelma that I’ve talked to him.”

“Reporters do have a hard time keeping their
mouths shut,” Uncle
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