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​THREE YOUNG MEN HAVE gone missing from different points around Lake Tahoe. When Miss Finch catches the scent of a killer, she enlists the help of her friend, Simon Fletcher. 

Fletcher, however, is skeptical. “Tell me why you think it’s murder.”

“They found the first victim, also the first to disappear.”

“Whereabouts?”

“A not particularly deep part of the lake.”

“But wasn’t that guy hiking forty-some miles north of the lake when he disappeared? How did he end up in the Big Blue?”

“Ah. It seems that a person or persons unknown gifted the young man with an ankle bracelet attached to three cinder blocks.”

Simon stilled. “So it is murder.”

When a second victim is found and a fourth individual disappears, the threat becomes clear to Simon and Miss Finch: Lake Tahoe adventurers had best be quick . . . or end up dead.

[image: ]

PREPARE YOURSELF FOR . . . The Tahoe Mysteries.

Book 1: Number 1 with a Bullet

Book 2: Be Quick or Be Dead

Book 3: Death on the Big Blue, 2026

Murder by Accident, A Miss Finch Prequel, 2026
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Bright Star Summer RV Residence,
South End of Lake Tahoe
Wednesday, July 2

SIMON FLETCHER, BRIGHT Star’s Facilities and Security Manager, blew out a cleansing breath and squeezed his eyes shut . . . not that shutting his eyes did much to relieve his stress. Behind his closed eyelids, the long Fourth of July weekend loomed large—the busiest, craziest three days of the entire summer season. Wait. The holiday weekend loomed large? No, it hurtled toward him like an incoming torpedo, locked on to its target, pinging away, and accelerating hard, the closer it got. 

Starting tomorrow evening, the cusp of the big weekend, a crowd of somewhere between seventy-five and a hundred thousand “summer people” (highly reminiscent of Genghis Khan’s Golden Horde pouring over the Mongolian Steppes) would encircle, take captive, and subjugate the people and property of the lake area. Masses of voracious tourists, like swarms of brightly colored locusts, would descend upon Lake Tahoe and invade its towns and communities until all available hotels, motels, condos, timeshares, campgrounds, RV parks, Vrbos, and Airbnbs were booked and more than likely overbooked. 

Even the spare bedrooms of year-round Tahoe citizenry and the uninhabited RVs parked in their driveways or backyards were offered up for rent—at hyperinflated prices.

Yes, summer bookings of any and every kind around the lake, but especially over the Fourth of July weekend, were like hotcakes sizzling on a perfectly heated griddle: They flipped fast and were snapped up just as quickly. 

Good grief. I could probably make a killing renting out street-corner cardboard boxes.

And yet the occupancy glut couldn’t touch sustenance and recreation! Each and every restaurant, café, bar, grill, coffee shop, ice cream cart, and hotdog stand would shovel food and drink down the gullets of the hungry and thirsty horde day and night, while the rental of boats, jet skis, paddleboards, bikes, and snorkeling gear would be in fiercer demand than the most recent drop by the hottest pop icon out there. 

For three days, Tahoe business owners would rake in the bucks, hand over fist, while about killing themselves and their employees in the process. Come Monday, those same establishments would be closed for Tahoe’s version of R&R—resuscitation and recovery—from both physical and mental exhaustion. 

Bright Star would have its share of tourists for the holiday weekend too, stretching the park’s staff. The many residents of Bright Star’s twenty-four RV sites had duly preregistered their expected guests and extended family for the Fourth, and those additions would more than double Bright Star’s population. Accordingly, the upcoming weekend had tripled Holly Mitchell’s expectations of Bright Star’s preparedness and the “upholding of our reputation” through the long weekend. 

Simon was acutely aware of Holly’s expectations. They resided on the very long list tucked into his shirt pocket, a list that Holly added to and/or modified hour by hour. At this point, Simon felt like one of those poor martyrs in a Roman arena, each arm and leg strapped to a different horse: four rearing, chomping, stomping equines straining toward the four corners of the earth. 

While Simon and his summer intern chewed doggedly away at their task list, Simon sucked down yet another deep breath. He blew it out slowly, the corners of his mouth turned down in a tetchy, irritable scowl.

We’ve posted the “No Fireworks of Any Kind” signs right next to the regular “No Smoking Anywhere on Bright Star Property” and “Fires in Designated Firepits Only” signs at the turnoff to the park, on both sides of Bright Star’s entrance gate, several places inside the park, and at each site in the park itself. 

Will it be enough?

It was July now and very dry. The air was dry, the ground was dry, and the park’s forest of lush trees, bushes, and shrubs were drying out too. Bright Star could not afford even the most remote possibility of a conflagration on park property, let alone inside the park itself. 

It wasn’t the extra work of the long weekend that irked Simon. Well, not exactly the extra work. It was more that he had other concerns that superseded the ever-changing, never-ending list of tasks burning a hole in his shirt pocket. 

A heap of other concerns. 

Undoubtedly, Simon was a hard worker, and he was able to do most of his chores on autopilot. Regrettably, “autopilot” left his thoughts free to consider those “other concerns,” those problems and issues creating in him an unaccustomed disquiet. 

I’m a Marine. 

Marines take care of business. 

They don’t . . . brood.

Simon disliked that word, brood; it tasted of defeat. And Simon really disliked the turmoil churning up his gut. He might admit that he carried a heavy internal load, but if he were being absolutely truthful with himself? That load was starting to wear a distinct traffic pattern in the generally smooth and serene carpet of his brainpan. 

Simon had even ordered his ears to tune out his young intern’s incessant natter so he could focus on his worries. His order had worked fine until the fourteen-year-old kid’s “blather spigot,” cranked wide open, began to gush outright complaint.

“Sweat and toil; toil and sweat! Like, it’s way too hot for outside work today, Fletch. Even Napoleon thinks it’s too hot—doncha boy?” Skipper Mitchell paused his scouring of one of the picnic tables in Bright Star’s barbecue area to reach under the table and scratch the aging boxer’s head. 

“Sounds like an excuse to me, Skipper. And Napoleon is fine where he is. The table is all the shade he needs. Get back to work.”

Two Saturdays past, quite early in the morning but still as dark as night, and with Bright Star evacuated in order to protect the park’s residents, the police had arrested Marie Santini, the resident of Site 19 and Napoleon’s previous owner. 

Why? 

Among other things, for hiring a hit man to take out Miss Finch. 

Miss Finch.

Simon’s lungs sort of seized up and left him short of breath. 

Stop it. Turn your thoughts elsewhere. 

He switched back to Napoleon. When the police had asked Santini what to do with her dog, she ordered him destroyed. Simon, astounded and appalled, refused to do so. Napoleon had done nothing to warrant such betrayal! 

He sighed to himself. So now we have a dog. Super.

Unwilling to leave the slow, elderly boxer alone in his cabin all day, Simon and Skipper had since then taken Napoleon along with them while they worked, and the accommodation seemed to suit that good old boy. He was happy to be boosted into the back of Simon’s small maintenance truck where he climbed onto a doggy bed, delighted to ride along and remain close to Simon and Skipper throughout the day. In a nutshell, Napoleon was no trouble at all, and unlike Simon’s helper, he raised no complaints.

Take a page from Napoleon’s book, Skipperdoodle!

But Skipper’s griping seemed to have no “off” button. “See, the temperature out here is like a hundred and ten in the shade—and there ain’t no shade where I’m working. I’m telling you, I’m not cut out for this kinda heat! Seems to me that working under these conditions is just plain, old child abuse. I’m telling you, Fletch, I’m gonna die out here. Die I say!”

Yanked again from his carpet-fraying worries, Simon rounded on the young man. “Stop exaggerating, Skipper Mitchell. Just stop. Yeah, it’s warm, and we have a lot of outside work to do this afternoon, but the temperature is eighty-five degrees, not a hundred and ten.” 

Simon squinted. “Hey! Why aren’t you wearing your hat?” 

Skipper’s hand flew to his bare head. He shrugged with sheepish indifference.

Simon scanned around for Skipper’s floppy safari hat, the kind with a flap that hung down the back to shade the wearer’s neck. He spied it, dropped and abandoned on the grass, grabbed it up, and slapped it across Skipper’s chest. 

“Put. That. On. And I’d better not see you working outside without it on again, Skipper Mitchell—get me?”

“Yessir. Sorry. My bad,” Skipper muttered. He added softly, “Just seems hotter today, Fletch.”

“Well, it’s not, and all your cranky, irritating objections are like the annoying whine of a mosquito in my ears! Need I remind you that Friday is the Fourth of July, the first day of our busiest three-day weekend of the season? Or that, starting tomorrow, midday, every blessed Bright Star summer resident will be ‘in’ residence and that our forty-some-odd residents are expecting, in total, upwards of sixty guests this weekend?”

Skipper muttered under his breath. “Yeah, ’cause you’ve only reminded me like six times.”

“Then suck it up, Buttercup—and keep scraping and scrubbing the bird poop off these picnic tables. The sooner we finish today’s chores, the sooner you and your friends can hit the pool.”

Skipper brightened. “Oh, yeah.” Reminded that his friends Zane and Kevin would be coming to swim at Bright Star later that afternoon, he went back to work. 

Simon breathed in and out several times to calm himself. 

It didn’t help much. 

He walked out onto the grass to take both a visual and mental inventory of his domain, the beautiful, well designed RV park he was responsible for. Bright Star’s order and tranquility usually spoke to Simon. Helped him put his problems into perspective and appreciate his many blessings. 

I’ve grown to love this place, Lord, but lately . . .

Bright Star was not, by any stretch of the imagination, your ordinary, run-of-the-mill RV park, offering disorderly rows of cheek-by-jowl RVs with nary a tree nor spot of shade to be had. In fact, even calling Bright Star an RV “park,” upscale or otherwise, might be construed by certain individuals as something of an insult. No, Bright Star, the brainchild of its owners, Joe and Holly Mitchell, was the only RV resort around Lake Tahoe to bill itself as a summer residence, a spacious retreat where every site provided its residents with peaceful seclusion under a canopy of trees.

Joe and Holly, largely with Simon’s advice and assistance, had sketched the park’s single road as a graceful, elongated loop within the Mitchells’ thirty-acre property. Only twenty-four RV slots sprouted from the loop’s outer perimeter. An ample distance between each site provided the privacy Bright Star residents prized.

The Mitchells had envisioned the swath of land left inside the loop’s circumference as Bright Star’s activity hub. To make that vision a reality, they had added to the swath’s height and created a picturesque “island” central to the park. After much work, the tip of Bright Star’s island, facing the entrance gates, boasted a rocky promontory topped by gorgeous and mesmerizing “dancing” fountains. Farther along the island, residents were free to enjoy a number of amenities: a splendid though modest-sized swimming complex that included a family pool, a kiddie spray-and-wade pool, and an adult-only lap pool; the large barbecue zone where Simon and Skipper were at work; a group firepit surrounded by log seating; a spacious grassy lawn with a volleyball slash badminton net; a fenced pickleball court; a large rec hall that included a kitchen and dining area, a small gym, and a game room; and, in a separate building, Bright Star’s resident laundry facility. Today, Simon and Skipper were prepping the barbecue area on the island for the busy weekend ahead.

The sum of her features and conveniences made Bright Star completely unique and both exclusive and expensive. By design, one did not merely stay overnight at Bright Star or check in one week and check out the next. In this RV park, guests were residents who paid handsomely (in advance) to call Bright Star their home away from home for the entire Tahoe summer season, Memorial Day weekend through Labor Day. 

Simon snorted to himself. And yet we lost two residents the first month of the season—for which I cannot thank you enough, Lord. He shuddered as the memories of the past month’s calamities and near disasters flooded his mind and heart, close to swamping him. 

Good thing Holly kept a wait list, just in case we lost a resident . . . or two.

He stared around him a last time before goading himself back to work. Taking these mini breaks usually appeased any normal stress.

But not today. 

Things were “off.” Had been “off” since Monday, less than forty-eight hours ago. But who’s counting? 

His thoughts were disordered, his usual self-motivation was missing, his self-discipline unruly. Furthermore, a sick, deep-down, achy sensation had taken up residence in his chest. 

Why? Not because of anything I said, but because of a “look?” An unanticipated, unplanned, inadvertent facial expression?

The memory of her fingers tugging at an errant strand of curly hair tickling her cheek flashed through his mind. He recalled the moment she tucked it behind her ear . . . and how he’d thought it the dearest thing he’d ever seen.

She’d seen it then. That unpremeditated “look.” 

Had read its significance in his eyes? Apparently.

And she hasn’t spoken to me since. Has avoided me at every turn.

Simon’s hands returned to his hips of their own volition. He tried to distract himself by, yet again, running today’s list of tasks and chores through his head—said list courtesy of Holly Mitchell because obviously Simon, Bright Star’s Facility and Security Manager, wasn’t actually capable of managing Bright Star’s facility in her estimation. 

Simon’s hands left his hips and fisted at his sides. Holly. Holly and her determined slide into micromanagement, the “Holly aggravation factor” spooning fuel onto the already angry undercurrent smoldering in Simon’s head. Without realizing it, his face resumed its twitchy, “scowly” frown. 

“And here I thought you and I had this licked, Holly, but nooo,” he growled.

“And don’t forget, Fletcher,” he muttered, mimicking Holly. “The two new residents are checking in tomorrow morning.” 

“Why, thank you, Holly—I was totally unaware.”

Grr.

“It’s gonna be weird, don’t you think, Fletch?” 

Simon jumped, surprised to find Skipper at his elbow, Napoleon glued to his side. “Hey! Uh, you startled me.”

Skipper shrugged. “Sorry. You look . . . you look kinda mad, Fletch.”

Simon scrambled to change the subject. “What do you mean by ‘it’s gonna be weird’?”

When Skipper didn’t answer right away, Simon realized his assistant was having trouble putting his feelings into words. 

Finally Skipper cocked his head and said, “Well, see, we know everybody at Bright Star, right? And, that’s cool because, I mean, they belong here, like we do. Together.”

The park had opened the Thursday before Memorial Day Weekend, about six weeks back, but Simon figured he knew what Skipper meant. 

“I get you, buddy. Although Bright Star hasn’t been open all that long, we’ve grown friendly with the residents. Everybody knows everybody, we get along, and it feels right. But now two sets of strangers are moving in. Is that it?”

“Yeah, so it’s gonna be . . . weird.”

Not as weird as our two former residents were, Simon thought. 

He said aloud, “Maybe it will feel strange or odd to begin with, but that feeling shouldn’t last long. So, give the new folks a week or two to fit in and find their place, okay?” Then he added with a chuckle, “And face it: whatever the new people are like, they have to be an improvement over those last two residents, right?” 

Skipper’s uneasy silence told Simon his little attempt at humor had fallen flat. 

Can’t really fault the kid. It’s been a rough couple of weeks.

The previous occupants of Sites 2 and 19, Terri Rickert and Marie Santini, respectively, were presently guests at one of the State of California’s all-inclusive “resorts,” awaiting trial on a variety of charges. Both stood accused of being in possession of illegal high-powered rifles. But the second of the two? She had personally attempted to shoot Skipper and Miss Finch, while they—oblivious to lurking danger—had been enjoying a bike ride near Olympic Village. 

And that was before she hired a hit man to kill Miss Finch!

Simon shivered. 

Fletcher, we’ve been ambushed.

That ache in Simon’s chest pulsed, and his heart attempted to pole vault into his throat. 

I’ve faced riots of drunken, belligerent Marines and been pinned down by overwhelming enemy fire. You, my dear old heart, don’t get to scare me. Just replant your sweet little bippy back down in my torso where you belong. 

He swallowed then, and prayed, Lord, am I ever going to stop hearing her say those words in my head or get over what hearing them does to me? And when will I get this awful, squeezy achy pain out of my chest? Or be rid of this . . . this strange turmoil in my heart?
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THREE HOURS LATER, Simon and Skipper had thoroughly scoured the half-dozen barbecue grills and had cleaned the picnic tables, both tops and undersides. They had removed gum wads, grease spots, bits of dried food, and deposits of bird poop, sanded away graffiti, and touched up the tables’ paint where needed. Lastly, they scrubbed the patio itself until it was spotless. 

“Hey, Fletch, buy me a Coke, please?” Skipper wheedled. “I already drank my water, and I’m parched!” 

The kid could have easily refilled his water bottle from the several chilled water dispensers on the island, but Simon answered, “Sure. You’ve worked hard.”

“Buy me two? It’s awful hot. And a bag of peanuts?”

The kid was shameless. He was also a growing teen—aka, Skipper the Bottomless Pit. 

Two Cokes and a bag of peanuts? Seriously, I need to ask Joe for a stipend to cover his nephew’s snacks. That, or Joe needs to give Skipper an allowance. The kid is draining me dry. Keep going like this, and I should be able to claim him as a dependent on my taxes.

Instead, he answered, “Fine—but before we do, let’s wash the rags and scrubbers, clean the paint brushes, and put everything away. And after our break, we can collect trash, last chore of the day.”

“Cool! You got it, Fletch.”

After a twenty-minute break, they climbed into Simon’s maintenance truck and began the daily task of driving Bright Star’s loop and collecting the residents’ trash—a task that, over the busy weekend with all the extra people and the big holiday meals, they might need to perform several times daily. 

At Site 1, Simon had barely slipped the truck into park before Skipper jumped from the passenger seat and jetted down the long double drive. Simon watched Skipper skid to a stop at the cozy little travel trailer angled across the drive’s width. 

As customary for this time of day, Site 1’s diminutive resident was seated under the trailer’s tiny awning in her kiddie-sized lawn chair, her tablet perched on her lap, preferred beverage in the chair’s cupholder, her lithe Siamese cat, Pouncer, lounging across her shoulders, her Welsh Terrier, Hugo, sprawled at her feet. The trailing geranium hanging from the awning, its vining buds and blossoms spilling a cascade of soft pink colors, was the crowning touch on the perfect homey scene.

Simon refused to take it in or let a sudden sense of loss overwhelm him. Instead, he climbed from the truck, tied up Miss Finch’s garbage sack, tossed it in the back of the truck, and lined her trash can with a new sack. He did so while studiously averting his eyes. Yet, at the same time, he found himself straining to catch Skipper’s dialogue with the site’s resident, while casting an occasional furtive gander down the drive.

“Hey, Miss Finch!” Skipper called.

“Good afternoon, Skipper.”

At Skipper’s greeting, Hugo jumped up and ran to the boy, expecting and receiving many pats and scratches about the head and ears. Pouncer, on the other hand, cracked open one eye and exerted herself just enough to hiss at him. 

“Yeah, I love you too, Pouncer,” Skipper laughed. “Fletch and I just came to get your trash, Miss Finch.”

“For which I thank you, Skipper.”

Skipper glanced from Miss Finch to the truck, having apparently expected Simon to follow him down. Simon caught the moment puzzlement bloomed on Skipper’s face. He jerked his eyes away and spied an offending scrap of paper on the ground. He bent to grab it, then called, “Hustle up, Skip. Lots to do.”

When Simon climbed behind the truck’s wheel and glanced down the drive, Skipper was still staring at him, his puzzlement now confusion. In the next moment, the kid turned obediently back to Miss Finch to say goodbye. Except Miss Finch was looking anywhere but in Skipper’s direction . . . which happened to also be in Simon’s direction. 

Simon exhaled on his pain and frustration. Talk about awkward. 

Right then, his phone buzzed a text message, so he pulled his phone from his shirt pocket and glanced at the lock screen. The text was from Holly Mitchell, Bright Star’s office manager and Simon’s personal thorn in the flesh. 

Wonderful. Another task. Lord, I’ve got one nerve left, and this woman is sitting on it.

He swiped to read the message. 

Joe not yet able to park
new resident rigs
prefers Miss Finch do it
make the arrangements
He sighed over the many unarticulated layers embedded in Holly’s text. To start, as a matter of liability, Bright Star’s policy stated no resident was allowed to back their own high-end and costly rig into their site. Normally, the job of parking rigs fell to Joe, but his truck had been run off the highway near Las Vegas and his leg severely broken just before Bright Star opened for the season over the Memorial Day weekend. Simon figured it might be weeks before Joe’s still-swollen and painful leg could handle the workout of backing up a big RV. 

Simon was, as a matter of record, Joe’s alternate. However, while Joe had been hospitalized in Las Vegas and Holly remained with him, Simon and Skipper had been forced to run Bright Star on their own. Miss Finch, the first resident to check in, had volunteered to help them. Completely astonishing Simon, Miss Finch had shown herself to be an artiste at backing big rigs. Simon, only moderately confident in his ability to do half as well, had gladly turned the job over to her.

Holly, however, had been against Miss Finch’s presence in the park from the moment Miss Finch tried to check in. Why? Because Miss Finch’s little travel trailer, while entirely renovated, from the metal frame up, did not—in any shape or form—rise to the level of Bright Star’s exclusive standards. For those reasons alone, Holly had been neither thrilled with nor grateful for Miss Finch’s assistance during Holly and Joe’s forced absence while Joe mended in a Vegas rehab facility. Even when the Mitchells returned—after Miss Finch had helped Simon hold Bright Star together for many weeks—Holly continued to view Miss Finch with distaste.

You are a snobbish, ungrateful individual, Holly, Simon grumbled to himself, which is the only reason you’re trying to push “make the arrangements” onto me! 

Well, you know what? Nope. Not this time.

He keyed in a blunt response and sent it. 

If you want Miss Finch
to park new resident rigs
pick up the phone 
and hire her yourself
Caught up in his own thoughts, Simon was stunned to see Skipper sitting in the passenger seat, staring daggers at him. 

“What?”

“That’s what I’m wondering, Fletch.”

Simon put the truck in gear. “Time’s a-wasting.”

“What’s wrong with you and Miss Finch?”

“Nothing’s wrong.”

“Riiiight. You guys won’t even look at each other.” His voice softened conspiratorially. “Did you and Miss Finch have a fight or something?”

“No, we did not have a fight.” Not exactly.

“Then what’s wrong?”

Simon bypassed unoccupied Site 2 and stopped at Site 3, occupied by Sam and Mary Jean Redwine. “Why don’t you mind your own business, Skipperoo?”

Simon’s response came out harsher-sounding than what he’d intended. Hurt flashed across Skipper’s freckled face.

The kid crossed his arms. “Fine, but I don’t think you’re telling the truth, Simon Fletcher, and aren’t Christians supposed to be truthful?”

Simon felt like Gunny Barker had just socked him in the gut. “I . . .” 

He had no excuse to offer. 

Skipper jumped out and handled the Redwines’ trash. When he climbed back into the truck, Simon didn’t drive on. Instead, he gripped the steering wheel. 

“Skipper.”

“What.”

“Miss Finch and I are . . . working through something.”

“Working through what?”

“See, when I say it is none of your business, I’m not trying to be mean, Skipper. What I’m saying is that it actually is none of your business. People are allowed to have private business, and they are not required to share everything with everyone.”

“Hmph.”

Up went the crossed arms again—which only irritated Simon. 

“Look, if you’re so intent on being mad at me, why don’t you ask your precious Miss Finch what the problem is, okay? Bet you get the same answer from her.”

Another text buzzed in his shirt pocket. He plucked out his phone. Stared at the lockscreen. And saw red. 

You work for me
not the other way around
make the arrangement
“Nope, and you can’t make me,” he muttered. He copied his previous message to Holly, opened a new text, this one to both Holly and Joe, pasted the copied message, added Holly’s name so Joe would be clear who the message was intended for, and sent it.

Holly:
If you want Miss Finch
to park new resident rigs
pick up the phone 
and hire her yourself
He threw the truck into gear and sped along the loop to Site 4. Skipper handled the trash in silence. They had arrived at Site 5 when Simon’s phone warbled an incoming call. 

Simon sighed. Joe was calling. He answered.

“Hey, Joe.”

“Fletcher, what in the world is going on? I’ve never gotten a text like that from you.”

“Honestly, Joe? It’s Holly. She doesn’t want to talk to Miss Finch, so she’s trying to make me call her, and I’m not going to.”

Silence. Then, “You don’t want to call Miss Finch because . . .”

“Because it’s not my job to hire contract workers.”

“I see.” Joe, obviously, did not see. 

“Look, Joe, Skipper and I are up to our eyeballs in alligators getting the park shipshape for the Fourth. And since parking the rigs would normally be your job, why don’t you call Miss Finch?”

Simon heard more astonishment in Joe’s reply. “Well, I would have called her if I’d known Holly was going to tell you to do it.”

“So, you’ll take care of it right away?”

“Sure, Fletcher. I’ll handle it.”

“Thanks, Joe.” 

Simon hung up and drove on without looking Skipper’s way. He didn’t need to look to feel the kid’s glare burning a hole through him. 
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Chapter 2
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Thursday, July 3

SIMON AND SKIPPER WERE putting the final touches on the swimming complex’s most recent cleaning—a cleaning they would repeat each morning through the three-day weekend—when Skipper’s chin jerked up. Simon heard it too, the rumble of a powerful engine, possibly a large pickup truck rolling up to the park’s entrance. 

Not only would many Fourth of July weekend guests begin arriving this afternoon, but Bright Star’s two new residents were also scheduled to check in. Of course, these new residents would be hauling or driving their pricey RVs and stopping at the park office to check in. 

Skipper, in a dither to scope out the new residents, had been fretful and distracted all morning, making it difficult for Simon to get any real work out of him. As the sound of the arriving engine softened to an idle, the kid—mop in hand—took two steps toward the pool gate before he caught himself, whirled, and cast pleading eyes Simon’s way. 

“Can I go take a look? Just a peek? Please? Pretty please?”

Simon tamped down his disgust. Lord, I despise begging and emotional manipulation, and you know how much I despise it, so why in the world did you tether me to this whiny, hormonal—

“All right.” 

Simon scratched his head. What just happened? Did I, like some brainless, doting, yuppy dad, give in to that kid’s wheedling? I’m a Marine, for heaven’s sake! What has happened to me?

“Thanks!” Skipper dropped the mop he was using, ran to the pool area’s gate, threw up the latch, and raced directly to the far edge of the island where he had a partial view of the front gate. He flew back directly. “Hey, Fletcher! Some of the new people are here! Looks like some dude and a lady and maybe three kids.”

“That’s nice. Anyone your age?”

“I think so. Maybe. Can’t really tell . . . from here.”

Simon saw a sudden reticence creep over Skipper and morph into firmness. He could scarcely believe his eyes and ears when he saw Skipper pick up his mop and heard him say, “It’s okay, though. I have chores to finish. I’ll meet the new people later.”

What planet are you from, and where have you hidden Skipper’s real body?

Then Simon was shocked at what came out of his own mouth. “Well, I suppose we’re about done here . . . ” 

And I suppose you are well on your way to earning the trophy for ‘Pushover of the Year,’ Simon Fletcher! 

He found himself adding, “How about you and I head over to the office? We can introduce ourselves to the newcomers and extend them a Facilities Team welcome. Besides, didn’t you offer to install Miss Finch’s pedal extenders for her?”

“Oh, right!”

“Huh. I wonder if Miss Finch knows new residents have arrived.”

“Golly! Maybe I should run over to her site and tell her. Yeah, that way, I can carry her stuff to the office for her.”

Simon nodded his approval. “Good thinking. I’ll tidy up here then meet you at the office to greet the new folks.”

“Super cool!” 

Skipper took off like a rocket, the mop again abandoned on the deck, leaving Simon chuckling. 

You, Simon Fletcher, have lost it.

Yeah? Well, I like it when the kid is happy.

And I like you better when you don’t talk to yourself.

Really? ’Cause, it’s only a problem when you answer me.

Five minutes later, Simon drove his maintenance truck through the front gate, passing by a shiny, late-model king cab pickup idling in front of the office, a long and equally shiny fifth wheel hitched to the truck’s bed. 

That there is a cool half mil on wheels, Simon told himself. 

He passed the fifth wheel, flipped a U-turn, drove up alongside the other side of it, and pulled into the lot behind the office. Just as he sauntered from the back around to the front, Skipper and Miss Finch came through the gate, Skipper laden with Miss Finch’s gear: a tool box in one hand, the case that contained Miss Finch’s pedal extenders in the other, and a couple of collapsible traffic cones under his arm. Miss Finch clutched with one hand the handgrip of the thick cushion that boosted her high enough to see over a truck’s steering wheel. Her other hand clasped the head of her cane.

Now that the bone shard causing her so much pain had worked its way near the surface of her ankle’s skin—close enough for the doctor to cut into the infected area and pluck it out—her injury was nearly healed. She continued to use her cane, however, for the occasional moment of instability. Still, Simon marveled at how well she was getting around without that unwieldy orthopedic boot on her foot. 

Simon nodded politely but distantly to her and did his best to ignore the stupid, dull ache in his chest. “I see Skipper arrived in time to help you.”

She nodded back with the same level of frosty distance. “For which I am grateful.”

Skipper snorted and rolled his eyes with dramatic flair. “Wow. What is wrong with you two lately? You’re both like, all kinda—” 

“Were I you, Mr. Mitchell, I would exercise great care at this juncture, lest those loose eyeballs of yours somehow carom right out of your skull,” Miss Finch warned solemnly. 

Skipper, his eyes about to commence another circuit, yanked himself up short. Out of pure habit, he opened his mouth to spout a sarcastic comeback, caught himself again, and snapped his jaws shut.

“My, my. Quite right. You chose wisely,” Miss Finch murmured, “particularly since I understand that a solid whack to the back of one’s cranium might send one’s marbles flying into the open air, never to be recovered.”

Skipper’s jaw slackened in stunned disbelief, while Simon had to clamp down on the guffaw trying to jump from his mouth. 

Yee-ouch! What tool has Miss Finch been using to sharpen that tongue of hers? 

About then, the office’s inner door opened and three kids barreled through the screen door onto the porch. The kids, two early teen boys and a much younger girl, skidded to a halt. They eyed Skipper collectively; he eyed them right back. The kids were followed, at a more sedate pace, by three adults: Holly and, presumably, the kids’ parents. 

Holly lifted her chin. “Oh. I see you are already here, Miss Finch.” 

Holly managed to make her greeting about as welcoming as an ice bath. 

Miss Finch inclined her head. “I congratulate you on your powers of observation, Mrs. Mitchell.”

Holly flushed and Simon turned aside to stifle another laugh threatening to burst from his chest. When he pivoted back, Holly had clasped her hands in front of her . . . almost as though her fingers had fastened around someone’s neck.

Miss Finch, droll as ever—or would “troll as ever” be more apropos?—remarked, “Perhaps you might do the honors?”

Holly stiffened. “Yes. Why not?” She indicated the hardy-looking middle-aged man with sandy hair and ruddy complexion and a tall, fit female of similar coloring. “Mr. and Mrs. Nadeau? May I introduce Miss Finch? Miss Finch, this is Mr. and Mrs. Nadeau and their children, Wyatt, Eli, and Sophie.”

The two teen boys were carbon copies of their dad. The girl, on the other hand, was petite with dark curly hair and sparkling brown eyes. The boys shuffled their feet and tipped obligatory nods in Miss Finch’s general direction. The girl added a solemn dip of her head, then glanced at Simon and offered him a shy smile. 

Simon was instantly smitten and sent a grin in return. He was gratified when her eyes brightened and her smile widened.

Miss Finch tucked her seat cushion under her left arm and held out her right hand. “Good morning, Mr. and Mrs. Nadeau. Welcome to Bright Star. I hope you enjoy your stay here.”

“Thank you,” Mrs. Nadeau replied. “We were completely delighted when, out of the blue, our travel agent received email from Miss Holly informing her that, due to unexpected vacancies, Bright Star had two open berths for the remainder of the season. Why, this park is so perfectly lovely that we immediately asked our agent to book a site for us.” 

She smiled. “Oh, and please call me Eva. My husband is Lucas.”

Simon was distracted—for a millisecond—by another twitch of Holly’s hands, before Miss Finch smiled in return and answered, “Thank you, Eva.” 

Miss Finch did not reciprocate Mrs. Nadeau’s invitation to familiarity, however. Instead, she added, “Quebec is beautiful. I have visited your province several times, but I particularly enjoyed one wonderful winter in my youth doing nothing but skiing Quebec’s best slopes—Mont Tremblant, Mont Sainte-Anne, Le Massif de Charlevoix, Stoneham, Ski Bromont. Which part of Quebec do you hail from?”

Mrs. Nadeau’s brows shot up. “But we did not say . . .”

Holly’s eyes narrowed, her clasped fingers tightened, and Simon started to speculate if those clenched fingers might be hiding a makeshift voodoo doll.

He stepped in, offering his hand and his most friendly smile to the Nadeaus. “Good morning. Simon Fletcher, Bright Star’s Facilities and Security Manager. You will soon find that Miss Finch is one of the most traveled individuals you are likely to meet. She also has a great ear for accents. I’ll go out on a limb here and say that she homed in on your particular Canadian inflection.” He turned and, without a word, dared her to contradict him.

She never batted an eye. “Of course, Mr. Fletcher is correct. Having spent some time in Quebec, I merely recognized in your accent the dulcet intonation of your native French. Now, has Mrs. Mitchell explained that I will be parking your rig?”

It was Mr. Nadeau who reacted. He regarded Miss Finch up and down—but mostly down—and shifted foot to foot, suddenly nervous. 

“Indeed? But . . . but my goodness!” He swung subtly toward Holly. “Are you . . . certain, Madame Mitchell? My brand-new rig, as Miss Finch calls it, is quite long and, shall we also agree . . . costly?”

Before Holly could grind out a less-than-confidence-inspiring reply, Simon said, “You need not be concerned for your RV; Miss Finch is an expert rig wrangler Wes and Polly Trujillo approached Simon.. She parked every Bright Star resident’s rig without incident and has, to speak candidly, amazed most of our residents with her artistry.”

“I’ll say!” Skipper added, beaming at Miss Finch. “She’s a total whiz.”

Skipper caught sight of Miss Finch’s lifted brows and blushed. “Sorry. Forgot to introduce myself. I’m Skipper Mitchell, Mr. Fletcher’s summer intern.”

“And my assistant for the duration of this task,” Miss Finch added. “Shall we commence?” 

As she turned to move toward the Nadeaus’ truck, Simon suggested to the reticent Lucas Nadeau, “How about I tag along with you when she’s ready to move your rig . . . in case you have questions about the hookups. How’s that sound?”

“Yes, please. I must, er, insist.”

With Simon, Mr. and Mrs. Nadeau, and the Nadeau kids trailing behind, Miss Finch and Skipper made their way to the driver’s side of the Nadeaus’ truck. Skipper opened the tool box and the case of pedal extenders. Before an audience of three intent young Nadeaus, he went to work.

“What are you doing?” Wyatt, the older Nadeau boy, asked.

“I’m attaching pedal extenders to the truck’s accelerator, clutch, and brake. So Miss Finch can reach the pedals.”

Wyatt and Eli released a shared “Ahh,” in the same breath. 

Sophie, perhaps seven or eight years old, moved closer to Skipper and whispered, “She is very small, is she not?”

Skipper snort-laughed. “Don’t let that fool you. Like I told you, she’s a beast. Used to ride motocross. Now she has an electric bike and rides out in the woods with me and other Bright Star kids. Trust me: She’s a total beast!”

Sufficiently awed, the three young Nadeaus were content to finish watching Skipper complete his task without comment.

While Skipper worked, Miss Finch asked, “And which site have you reserved, Mr. Nadeau?”

“Number 19. We studied the online photographs of the two available sites. If Site 19 is even half as nice as it appears in the pictures, we shall be quite pleased.”

“Prepare to be pleased then. Bright Star is the most carefully considered and planned RV park it has been my pleasure to visit.” She pointed through the front gate and to the left. “Site 19 is around the bend that way; however, as the loop is one-way, we’ll drive most of it before we arrive there. Are we ready, Skipper?”

“Yes, Miss Finch.”

“Very good!”

Miss Finch threw her cushion onto the driver’s seat and began to pull herself up. “Mr. and Mrs. Nadeau, if you would care to ride along with me? Skipper, why don’t you walk the children up the road the other direction and meet us at their site? And please have the cones set up when we arrive.”

“Will do, Miss Finch!”

Mr. Nadeau opened his truck’s rear passenger door for his wife. Before he took the front passenger seat beside Miss Finch, he looked pointedly at Simon and gave a small jerk of his head toward the truck’s remaining seat, indicating Simon should join them. 

“Oh. Right. Said I’d come along with you.” Simon opened the rear door opposite Mrs. Nadeau and got in. 

“Everyone ready?” Miss Finch asked.

“Oui. Er, yes, of course,” Mr. Nadeau muttered with absolute absence of certainty. 

Skipper, with Miss Finch’s toolbox and pedal-extender case in hand, and Wyatt, carrying the collapsed cones, led the Nadeaus’ three children onto the loop, turned left, and began to walk the wrong way around the island. Simon saw that Skipper was already playing tour director, using his chin to point to the dancing fountains as he talked, and then to the trailhead. 

Just then, Miss Finch put the truck in gear and pulled smoothly through the gate and around the curve to the right. The first hurdle safely past, Mr. Nadeau began to breathe again. To keep him from fretting, Simon engaged in small talk. 

“What do you do for a living, Mr. Nadeau?”

“Ah, me? I am but a humble program manager at Collège CDI in Laval. Eva, too, works in the college’s early childhood program.”

At that moment, they approached the hanging banner that marked Site 1. Mr. and Mrs. Nadeau both exclaimed when they peered far down the long driveway and spied Miss Finch’s homey little trailer, its exterior a pleasing palette of blue, cream, and gray, and the trailer’s matching awning and outdoor carpet. They exclaimed over the ivy geranium hanging from the corning of the awning trailing its pink blossoms and then the restored woody parked on the far right of the driveway, sporting the same expert paint job as the trailer. 

“Why, how picturesque,” Mrs. Nadeau exclaimed. “Like a fairy cottage in the woods.”

“Thank you,” Miss Finch murmured.

“But, this is your site, Miss Finch?” 

“It is.”

“Perfectly lovely!”

Mr. Nadeau, however, muttered, “But I thought . . .” 

Simon knew exactly what he thought. “Miss Finch is an old friend of the Mitchells, and they made certain . . . accommodations for her. I especially like her panel wagon, don’t you?”

“Oui! A classic! I should like to examine it up close sometime.”

“You are very welcome to,” Miss Finch murmured. 

Mr. and Mrs. Nadeau continued to express their delight over their glimpses of the various sites connected to the loop by their lengthy driveways, like so many spokes poking out the wrong side of an irregularly shaped wheel. 

“C’est parfait!” Mrs. Nadeau exclaimed. “I cannot wait to see our site.”

“Coming right up,” Miss Finch said. She motored slowly past the site previously occupied by Marie Santini, then stopped and put the truck in reverse.

“If you please,” Mr. Nadeau said. “I wish to get out and watch as you . . . back our fifth wheel into our site.”

Miss Finch braked obligingly, and her three passengers exited. Mrs. Nadeau went down the driveway and joined the children who were eager to show her everything the site offered. 

Simon hurried around the front of the truck and over to Mr. Nadeau. When Mr. Nadeau remained rooted, staring at his truck and fifth wheel—while possible praying under his breath—Simon nudged him gently.

“Let’s go down the driveway, shall we? Skipper will have the cones in place. You’ll like this part.” Meaning you’ll like it when it’s over, he added silently, recalling his near heart attack while watching Miss Finch back Ray and Irene Kinzer’s sizable RV. 

Reluctantly, Mr. Nadeau followed Simon down the double driveway. Simon stopped and pointed to the two cones lined up on the driveway, the farthest one a few feet from the cement parking block at the end of the driveway. Nadeau stared at the cones. 

“She will park what you call our ‘rig’ along this line?”

Simon was proud of Miss Finch and perhaps a bit biased. “She absolutely will—she’s that good, believe me.”

Even if she’s an absolute harridan otherwise. 

Through gritted teeth, Mr. Nadeau replied, “What is that old saying? ‘I believe; please help my unbelief’?”

“Mmm.” 

More of a heartfelt prayer, Simon thought.

The fifth wheel was easing slowly down the driveway, rear first, the angle not quite right. A moment later, Miss Finch had adjusted and aligned with the first cone. By then, Mrs. Nadeau, her children, and Skipper were watching from a few feet off the driveway. 

Mr. Nadeau’s breathing was coming in short, shallow gasps when Skipper asked, “Everybody see that cone down there?”

Six sets of eyes swiveled to the far cone. 

“When Miss Finch stops, the rear corner of your RV will either be touching or right over that cone.”

Mr. Nadeau swallowed and muttered an unconvincing, “Merveilleux.”

Two minutes later, Skipper, standing a couple of feet from the cone, gave Miss Finch a thumbs up. She put the truck into park and clambered down from the driver’s seat to check the RV’s position for her own benefit. 

Nodding to herself, she called out, “Mr. Nadeau?”

The poor man, panting now, relieved but near hyperventilation, answered with a shaky, “Oui?”

“Will this suit you, Mr. Nadeau?”

“Yes, very much. Th-thank you.”

“And, I presume you would prefer to chock your rig, then unhitch and level it yourself?”

“If you please.”

“Very good.” Miss Finch nodded to Skipper, who immediately grabbed Miss Finch’s toolbox and headed for the truck. He was followed by the oldest boy, Wyatt, perhaps Skipper’s age, carrying the case for the extenders, while Eli, a year or so younger than his brother, ran and grabbed the two cones and brought them back to Wyatt who, under Skipper’s tutelage, collapsed and stacked them. 

Several minutes later, Miss Finch, carrying her cushion and trailed by the four kids and her equipment, headed down the road to her site. 

“Wait till you meet Hugo and Pouncer,” Simon heard Skipper tell the Nadeau kids.

Simon turned to Mr. and Mrs. Nadeau. “Any questions about your site or about the hookups?”

Nadeau shook his head. “No, everything is perfect, but Mr. Fletcher, you were wrong, I am afraid. Quite wrong.”

Simon looked up, surprised and dismayed. “Pardon?”

“When you called Miss Finch a mere expert? Bah! You were in error. She is a genius! An artiste. Une maîtresse—a master!”

Simon laughed aloud and clapped Lucas on the back. “Master, huh? That I cannot disagree with. I will amend my description of her and, going forward, will title her a master rig wrangler.”
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SHORTLY AFTER 3 P.M. that same day, one of Bright Star’s friendly residents, Chet Bigalow, drove Simon and Joe into town. Simon and Joe picked up two rented passenger vans and drove them back to Bright Star in preparation for Friday evening. 

By the time they returned that afternoon, the whole of Bright Star’s property was humming with activity and high spirits. Miss Finch’s new neighbors, the Gillespies, were settling into Site 2, formerly occupied by Terri Rickert, and many of the residents’ weekend guests had already arrived. The barbecue zone was “a-cookin’,” the scent of savory meat on the grill filled Simon’s nostrils, happy voices percolated through the warm early evening air, and multiple families and youngsters, including the Nadeau kids and Skipper, were using the pool. 

Simon’s stomach rumbled a protest over his skipped lunch. “Oh yeah,” he realized. “Haven’t eaten since breakfast.” 

He parked near the swim complex, walked up to the pool, and signaled Skipper. Dripping and grinning, Skipper came toward him. 

“What’s up, Fletch?”

“Having a good time?”

“The best! I really like Wyatt and Eli.”

Simon was gratified to hear Skipper’s declaration, particularly since none of Skipper’s other Bright Star friends—the Gormans’ granddaughters, Becka and Melissa, or Bruce, the nephew of the Mullers in Site 7—would be visiting their relatives at Bright Star over the long weekend. However, it wasn’t as though Skipper would have much time to hang out with his new friends except at the tail end of the long weekend. Rather, Simon and Skipper were in for three lengthy and grueling work days. 

“That’s great; I’m happy for you. And did you get all the fliers out?”

“Yup. Posted fliers at every site. Wyatt and Eli helped. Holly is handing them out when visitors check in too.”

“Good job. Well, enjoy the rest of your afternoon. I’m headed home to fix dinner.”

“Wyatt, Eli, and Sophie want me to eat with them and their folks.”

“That’s fine, but only if their folks actually invite you. And you know the drill afterward—” 

“Yeah, be home before it gets dark.”

“Yup. And before you leave the park and head home—” 

“Turn on my bike’s headlight even if it isn’t dark yet.”

“Right. Additional visitors coming in this evening means more vehicles on the gravel road from the turnoff to Bright Star’s gate. Oh, and call me if you’re heading back to the cabin and, by chance, have not had dinner. I’ll rustle up something for you.”

“I will. Thanks, Fletch—hey! Watch me dive off the high platform?”

“Sure.”

Simon smiled. Yes, he liked when Skipper was happy and content.
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Chapter 3

[image: ]


Independence Day

ON FRIDAY, THE FOURTH of July, the usually sedate Bright Star Summer RV Residence went nuts. Officially bonkers, crazy, deranged, and certifiable, all rolled into one. 

Simon and Skipper started their chores early that morning, before most of the park’s residents were up and about. After cleaning the swim complex and restocking towels, followed by cleaning and straightening up the rec hall, Simon and Skipper spent the next hours cruising the park in their maintenance truck, delivering firewood for the residents’ firepits, picking up each site’s trash, policing the park in general, and being flagged down by residents and guests to answer a myriad of questions.

Except today, most of residents and visitors asked the same questions . . . over and over and over. 

“Say, can you tell us what time the fireworks show starts tonight?”

“Where’s the best place to watch the fireworks this evening?”

“We heard the town of South Lake Tahoe has a Fourth of July parade each year. What time does it start and where should we park?”

Because a large part of his job was to cater to the wishes of the park’s residents and their guests, Simon patiently repeated festivity options, which included delivering the bad news that the South Lake Tahoe parade had run on Thursday—as in yesterday. 

“Look,” he repeated for the third time in the past half hour, “the closest and biggest fireworks show on the lake is South Lake Tahoe’s, but other parts of the lake area host spectaculars you can choose from: Kings Beach, Tahoe City, Truckee, and Incline Village, to name a few. 

“But back to South Lake Tahoe’s event. Officially, the fireworks start at 9:45. You’ll be able to see them from most anywhere along the south shore, although the closer to Stateline, the better the view. All that said? I should warn you: Finding and claiming a space to watch the display will be only the second half of your problem. The first half? Should you choose to leave Bright Star’s property today and turn north on the feeder road? Once you reach Emerald Bay Road, you would certainly encounter gridlock—everybody and their dog trying to get into town. Once there, thousands will be desperate for a place to park. You’ll be lucky to find anywhere safe to leave your car within two miles of the shoreline.

“Knowing what we do about today’s logistics, we’ve come up with what we think is the best option with the least amount of stress for Bright Star residents and their guests to see the fireworks. Management has rented two passenger vans. Starting at 5:00 this afternoon, Mr. Mitchell and I will begin ferrying people down to Emerald Bay Road. From there, you will get out, cross the road on foot, and walk down to one of the beaches. 

“The beaches, too, will already be crowded, so you should expect to walk quite a ways to find and claim a decent viewpoint. For that reason, we recommend you keep the gear you take with you to a minimum: folding lawn chairs you can sling over your shoulders and backpacks with food and drink. We’ll run the vans until 9:30, take a break until the fireworks are over, then return and begin ferrying folks back to Bright Star. Or . . .”

Simon paused to draw a breath. “Or you can stay right here and watch from the lawn around the barbecue area on the island. The island is the highest spot in the park. Watching from there won’t give you the greatest view, of course, but since the fireworks are synchronized to music that is broadcast on the radio and for us to make the experience a bit more authentic, we’ll set up a sound system and will pipe the music through it. That way, by staying here, you can avoid the hassle of the crowds altogether.”

Many Bright Star senior residents were all for avoiding “the hassle of the crowds.” The remainder of the residents and their guests, however, were determined to see the famous South Lake Tahoe show closer up. They peeled away from Simon and Skipper to make their plans, and Simon drove on—until flagged down by yet another resident or guest with questions. 

The same questions. 

“Good grief! It’s not like we didn’t print up a list of questions and answers and hand them out to everybody when they checked in!” Skipper grumbled. “Instead of stopping to answer any more of the guests’ stupid questions, we should just throw fliers at them as we drive by.” 

Simon thought he heard Skipper snicker under his breath and add, “Yeah, throw fliers at the guests with rocks attached.”
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THAT WAS THE MORNING—MAINLY repetitious and annoying. But by noon, every late-arriving guest had checked in and the sheer volume of people out and about within the park had doubled and then some. 

It wasn’t until around two o’clock that everything that could go awry did so, on a scale and of a magnitude Simon could scarcely believe. 

It began with a panicked call from Holly. “Fletcher! One of our residents just called—a pipe in the rec hall kitchen is spewing water!”

Simon and Skipper raced to the scene in their maintenance truck. A dozen residents and guests, standing around and pointing at the water flowing out the rec hall door, cheered when Simon and Skipper arrived. Simon sent Skipper straight to the laundry facility with a key to the linen closet and orders to bring back the mop and wringer bucket and all the towels he could carry, while Simon went in search of the source of the flood. 

A pipe under the kitchen sink had, indeed, split wide open. Unfortunately, Simon had no means of replacing the split section, particularly on a holiday as packed as this one. He turned the water off to the rec hall kitchen instead, which, thankfully, did not also turn off water to the rec hall’s two restrooms accessible from both inside and outside the cabin. Then he and Skipper got busy with the mop and towels, sopping up and wringing water into the bucket. 

Twice, three guests in particular tried to tip-toe through an inch of water to reach the game room. Both times, Simon pointed them back out the rec hall’s door. 

“Sorry. No access until this has dried,” he told the disappointed teens, possibly eighteen or nineteen years old. “The rec hall is closed until further notice.”

That didn’t deter them. “Well, the game room isn’t wet. We looked through the windows. We could climb in that way,” a young man suggested. 

“You tell him, JJ!” laughed one of his pals. “We definitely know how to climb through windows, yeah?”

“Shut up, Marc,” JJ growled.

“Uh, just so you know, if I were to catch a guest climbing through a Bright Star window, I would, regrettably, be forced to ban that guest from the rec hall for the remainder of the weekend,” Simon said, in no fit mood to be trifled with.

“Yeah, well you’d have to catch us first, old man,” Marc sneered.

Still grumbling, the three guys walked off—but only, apparently, to phone the office and lodge a complaint.

Minutes later, Holly pulled up to the rec hall in the other maintenance truck, and appeared in the doorway. “Fletcher, a word please. I received a complaint—” She stopped, aghast, as though she’d only then noticed the water sloshing across the floor. “The floor! It will be ruined!”

No duh, Simon thought. 

“Very likely,” he said through his teeth. 

“Why, there must be an inch of standing water in here! Think of the damage to the subfloor, Fletch!”

“I am aware, Holly; after all, you did tell me a pipe had burst, didn’t you? This is the result when an uncontrolled flow of water has nowhere to go but onto the floor. Well, I’ve shut off water to the split pipe, and we’re—” 

“Fletcher, I must insist you get this water mopped up immediately so our guests can use this facility. We have several young gentleman guests who wish to use the game room.”

Simon stood slowly to his feet, struggling to rein in his temper. “Do you not see what we’re doing here, Holly? Me, with the mop and Skipper on his hands and knees? We’re sopping up the water as quickly as we can. However, even after we finish, the entire floor will need to dry, overnight at the least, perhaps even a second day and night, before we let anyone in—that is, if you want to save the floor. A lot of foot traffic over a soggy subfloor could warp it or even punch through. Of course, the possibility of an accident of that sort is a liability issue.”

“But that is completely unacceptable! Our residents’ guests expect—” 

A long, frenzied burst of firecrackers intruded on what was shaping up to be yet another Holly Mitchell over-the-top rant. 

Simon scooped up several wet towels. “Skipper! Throw some of your wet towels into that bucket and follow me!” 

Holly’s eyes jerked from Simon to the wet towels he clutched. “Those towels . . . those aren’t our swim complex towels, are they? Our new towels? Being used as rags?”

Simon barreled out the door, elbowing Holly aside, scanning and listening to determine where the sounds had come from. Another round of firecrackers lit off with a prolonged series of pop-pop-pop. Simon homed in on the sound. He took off at a run, reached the truck, and backed it out, barely waiting for Skipper to jump into his seat. Around the loop they flew, Sites 12 through 16 flying by. 

There. In the middle of the road opposite Site 17, Simon spied the same three older teens who had suggested they climb through a window to reach the game room. They were lighting off another string of firecrackers—out of a huge pile of firecrackers—and had perhaps twenty additional fireworks staged and ready to go, including aerials.

Simon braked sharply. “Follow me and do what I do,” Simon ordered. 

He jumped from the truck, grabbed his pile of wet towels, and stomped up to the makeshift fireworks display. He dropped the towels on the asphalt except for one that he spread hastily over the freshly lit firecrackers. Under the wet towel, the firecrackers popped and jumped, sizzled and died. Simon grabbed a second towel and wrung it out over the staged cones and aerials, then unfurled the towel over the dampened fireworks, and reached for a third. 

“Dump the water in the bucket right here, Skip,” Simon ordered, pointing to the staged cones and aerials.

One of the youths grabbed Simon’s arm. “Hey, man, stop it! You’re ruining everything!”

Simon shook off the kid’s hand and kept going. Within moments of arriving, Simon and Skipper had used a dozen dripping-wet towels and a couple inches of water from the bucket to drown the impromptu fireworks display.

“Dude, those fireworks cost me a fortune, and you’re going to pay me for them!” sputtered someone. It was JJ, the enterprising young adult who’d suggested climbing in the game room window. 

“What’s the problem here?”

Simon shifted his attention to the sole resident of Site 17, James Crowley, middle-aged, divorced, well-to-do. Simon gestured to the young men. 

“Are these your guests, Mr. Crowley?”

“Yes, my son, JJ, and his friends, Marc and Dan.”

By this time, a small crowd of residents and their guests, summoned by the unsanctioned firecrackers, had begun to gather. Simon noted Wes and Polly Trujillo, the Bhattacharya family, the Bigalows, and the three Misses Benowitz, Dina, Gracia, and Margola. Not one of them said a word, but if looks could speak, their narrowed eyes and the disdain leveled at the disrespectful young men spoke volumes.

Simon looked at his watch. “Mr. Crowley, I am evicting your guests. They have exactly thirty minutes to pack and leave. They will not be allowed to return to Bright Star.”

Crowley gaped at Simon, dumbfounded. “What? Evicting them over a couple of harmless firecrackers?”

Simon pointed to where he knew the signs were posted under Crowley’s site banner. His finger might as well have been the staff of Moses: The crowd parted like the waters of the Red Sea, leaving a clear sightline straight to the posted signs.

No Fireworks of Any Kind
No Smoking Anywhere on Bright Star Property
Fires in Designated Firepits Only
“No, I am evicting them over the reckless and prohibited use of fireworks on this property and for the strong likelihood of starting a forest fire.” He stared hard at Crowley’s son. “You now have twenty-nine minutes to vacate the property.”

One of the young man’s friends tugged on his shirt. “Come on, JJ. Told you it was a stupid idea.”

When the crowd of bystanders began to applaud softly, the three visitors beat a hasty retreat to Mr. Crowley’s RV. 

Furious, James Crowley shouted, “We’ll just see about this!” He spun on his heel and followed his guests. 

Wes and Polly Trujillo approached Simon. Wes whispered, “Thank you, Mr. Fletcher. We appreciate your hard line on this sort of reckless behavior.” 

Polly nodded. “Agree.”

Other residents murmured similar sentiments. Simon heard growls of, “Burn Bright Star down around us?” and
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