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  Chapter 1


It  was the hottest day of the year... so far. Two hundred thousand hot, sweaty, stinky bodies were packed into a ten-block area in the small river town of Po’thole, Florida. They came to enjoy a vast array of handcrafted, not necessarily handmade, products found only at the Full Moon Crappie Festival held every Memorial Day weekend. 
I’m Parker Bell, a Po’thole native, owner of a computer security consulting firm and national bestselling crime author, and, if you believe some of the locals, a turncoat who left Po’thole and River County for some twenty-seven years. Of course, I am now somewhat forgiven because I “had the good sense to come back home.”
Uh, huh. I’m actually in Po’thole on business. Homeland Security apparently thinks there might be terrorists in the area and wants me to monitor a couple of businesses. My cover is that I'm here on vacation and just visiting friends.
Anyway, Main Street was lined with colorful popup tents filled with jams, homemade pickles, honey, and T-shirts in all shapes, sizes, and colors, straw hats with colorful bands, paintings exhibited by proud artists, and unusual, inexpensive products from Mexico and China. Each vendor had taken great care to arrange their wares so people could step into their tent, see everything, and then, hopefully, buy something.
Walking down the stretch of hotter-than-Hades asphalt, the smells of grilled sausage and peppers, kettle corn, fried fish, and, of course, steamed crab was so pervasive one was almost driven to buy something to eat.
Barbecue was not what came to mind for this particular weekend nor a murder. Po'thole hadn't had a murder in five years and why they had to have one the minute I arrived back in town is beyond me.  
This particular weekend the devil apparently had taken his due and gave the good people of Po'thole a taste of what hell must be like. People were chugging fresh squeezed lemonade by the gallon and old people were fainting right and left. Wanna-be paramedics from the local community college used the Full Moon Crappie Festival as their required hands-on training class. The adult students were practically begging festival goers to have something happen to them. Faint, heart attack, heat stroke, they didn’t care—they had credits they had to fulfill before graduation. The more accidents that happened, the more experience they received and the more they filled up their experience books for their classes.
It was bad enough that the little town of Po’thole was unfortunate enough to have a virtually unpronounceable name by anyone other than a native but to hear others struggle to say it was enough to cause gales of laughter from the townspeople. It was pronounced Po Ho by the natives or Pothole by those who lived north of Georgia. It was correctly pronounced Poat Hole, like goat hole, and was rumored to be an undefined Seminole Indian word with no apparent meaning. If you have ever driven through Po'thole, you would discover that it is truly full of potholes.
There wasn’t one truly fit or healthy-looking person on the street. Fat women waddled down Main Street decked out in tank tops stretched over their protruding bellies, shorts that disappeared in the folds of loose flesh, and flip-flops. Most of the men had the dreaded Dunlop disease... their belly’s done lopped over their belt. Unshaven, with a wad of chew in their cheeks, the men exuded the sexual attractiveness of pigs wallowing in the mud. And to think people didn’t understand why I left this little piece of paradise.
Although the brochure produced by the local Chamber of Commerce showed a beautiful couple on the Victory Bridge gazing off into the haze (also known as the electric plant emissions from the power plant’s cooling towers), the beautiful people apparently didn't bother coming to the Full Moon Crappie Festival.
As River County’s citizenry strolled by the plate glass windows of where the Old Fashion Antique Show and Sale was being held, one of the out-of-town dealers commented it “was like watching a Sally-the-Swine parade.” 
A rather enthusiastic discussion of whether it was it really a Sally the Swine show or a Sally the Souse show ensued between the dealers. While the original comment was made near the noon hour, things escalated and continued through the cocktail hour which began at four o’clock in the afternoon. Obviously, the dealers were bored, and the antique sales were always slow on Sunday but picked up again on Monday, however, they were beyond thrilled that they actually got to look out onto an open street as opposed to being cooped up in a smelly school gymnasium or some other structure that wouldn’t allow fresh air or light in.
After living in big cities during that time “away from home,” I have a somewhat jaded and cynical view of what denotes progress. Po’thole, contrary to the official view espoused by the aforementioned Chamber, isn’t progressing very fast. In fact, you could say the turtle died in this race.
Downtown still had a few stores open. Many of the stores hadn’t had a fresh coat of paint since the Civil War, and the old-timers insisted, rather loudly, that it was the gigantic super store on the outskirts of town that killed the shopping. However, where do you see these mouthy old-timers shop? Yep, you guessed it; at the gigantic super store they were complaining about.
The town is just as colorful as the folks who live there. I was happy to move away from Po’thole yet it seems like I got sucked back in for the Full Moon Crappie Festival.
I’m helping out Gracie Blanche, my best friend since fourth grade, in hosting the Old Fashion Antique Show and Sale. She heads it up and has been trying for years to get me to help her with it. I’ve always managed to stay far away during Memorial Day weekend. My idea of a vacation isn’t to spend it in Po’thole during the hottest weekend of the year; however, when Homeland Security calls and requests that you visit hell in the summertime on a consulting assignment—and you need a plausible cover story—you don’t have much choice in the matter.
Never would I have believed Gracie Blanche, a cute, petite, tiny thing of 4’10”, could turn into Attila the Hun. While sweet to the antique dealers, she was a wee bit of a challenge to work with behind the scenes.  
As head go-fer, my job was to help keep the dealers happy and do anything they needed to get done. Because I was bored silly, I started telling the dealers stories about Po’hole.  
Gracie Blanche wasn’t too thrilled that I was sharing the local gossip with out-of-towners. “After all,” she sniffed, “we want them to come back. We don’t need to be airing our dirty laundry.”
That’s one of the advantages and disadvantages of growing up in a small town. We all remember each other from way back when; the good, the bad, and the ugly. Personally, I’ve often wondered why no one ever sells errors and omission insurance for those outlandish stories from childhood. Most of the stories have been embellished so much that the truth, whatever version you choose to believe, is a mere wisp in the wind.
My mentioning to one of the dealers that the local minister’s wife was having a fifth baby was an unpardonable sin. Apparently, Baptists don’t have sex. Their babies are conceived by an appointment with the Divine and it’s an immaculate conception.  
Gracie Blanche moved me by the front door, hoping I wouldn’t do any more damage to Po’thole’s pristine reputation in the world.  
As the owner of a computer security consulting firm, I was more than intimately acquainted with computers. I offered to help my friend by using my laptop to enter all of the potential customers’ email addresses so they could receive antique email newsletters during the year. Never once did it occur to me that so many people visiting the Old Fashion Sale and Antique Show would be on a first name basis with Moses, and that they didn’t have a computer.
Holding my laptop on my knees, I turned to speak to an old friend, and somehow, I swear I have no idea how it happened, a soft drink leapt up off the floor and spilled all over my laptop. My computer wasn’t happy and decided it apparently no longer wanted anything to do with me. After much hissing, it died.
“Nooooooooooooo,” I screamed, jumping to my feet.
Gracie Blanche came running over when she heard my blood-curdling cry. Her dark brown eyes had the look of Attila the Hun on a mission.  
“Parker, what did you do?”
“Ah, um, ah, my drink spilled all over my laptop and it died. I can’t flipping believe it! I mean…”
“Stop! You didn’t hurt anyone, did you?”
“Well, no, but I…”
“Forget about it. Pay attention to what the dealers want and don’t annoy the customers.”
Gracie Blanche can be mean.
Sulking from her remark, I called my office on my cell phone. I figured what the heck, they could just overnight me a new one.“Triple T.”
Good, it was Missy who answered the phone.
“Missy, hi, it’s Parker and…”
“Let me guess.” I heard a snicker in her voice. “You need a laptop overnighted?”
“Well, yes, but it wasn’t my fault this time.” I can’t explain why I feel compelled to explain my computer accidents to my employees.
“Humph.” Barely containing her giggles, Missy asked, “And how many laptops is that so far this year?”
This call was definitely not going in the direction I had planned.
“Um, I don’t know. Three?” Sometimes things just happen.
“Parker…” My heart dropped at the mirth in my secretary’s voice. “This is the fourth one this year and the second one in thirty days.
“You know, I think we could just put you in the Laptop-of-the-Month Club. You would receive a new one every thirty days and that way it would save you the embarrassment of having to call in.”  
I felt hot breath on the back of my head just before a solid thunk rattled my brains.
“Parker, all you have to do is pay attention to the dealers! Just do it!” I don’t think that’s what Nike had in mind when they came up with that slogan. Gracie Blanche just didn’t understand how important computers are to our daily life.
Jimmy, the local town gossip, came barreling through the doors bypassing Miss Edna who was collecting the obligatory donation for the battered women’s house. Miss Edna who was, to put it kindly, older than Methuselah, didn’t appreciate this incredible lack of manners on his part. 
Being the Southern lady that she was, she immediately sugar-coated her displeasure by drawling out, “Darlin’, I’m sure you meant to pay the three-dollar donation on your way in.”
Jimmy, who was tall, red-headed, skinny as a rail, and not the brightest bulb in the box, turned and focused his one straight eye at her. 
“I ain’t paying no donation to see old furniture and stuff!” Looking around to find an audience for his big announcement, he blurted, “Bobby’s dead! The deputy said he’s been murdered and I thought y’all might like to know about it!”
“Bobby” had once been the youngest mayor in the history of Po’thole and after two terms had decided to forego any future aspirations of climbing the political ladder. He had already built the largest beer store chain in Northeast Florida. The Beer Barn chain was a rousing success, particularly the local store. 
Po’thole, located about halfway between the University of Florida in Gainesville and Crescent Beach, well, let’s just say it was a natural stopping spot to tank up on a frothy liquid libation on that incredibly long and thirsty drive…all thirty-five minutes of it. The Beer Barn was set up so that one never had to leave their vehicle. Yep, you guessed it; it was a drive-through barn. All the customer had to do was place their beer order on one of those god-awful speaker phones like at any fast food restaurant, drive up to the first window, pay the cashier who was standing behind bullet-proof glass, pull forward to the next window and collect their beer. Bobby was immensely proud that he had streamlined the entire process of getting beer to the customer faster and, more importantly as a business owner, a way to cut down on beer being illegally adopted by both customers and employees.
Miss Edna, Gracie Blanche, and I all gasped at the same time. The antique dealers, not knowing who Bobby was and, honestly, not giving a rat’s pa-tootie about him, were, however, curious about the circumstances of his death. 
Worth Earlington, (what could possibly be a better name for a gay antique dealer than that,) asked the obvious. “Who did it and what for? Was it a love triangle?”
Jimmy, eyeing Worth quizzically, said, “Well, he wasn’t...I don’t know what you mean by that.”  
We all stifled snickers. 
“Honey, would you like a cup of tea to calm your nerves?” Bless Miss Edna’s heart, she was sure that a cup of hot tea would cure almost any problem or social ill.
I whispered to Gracie Blanche, “He needs to shake hands with Jack Daniels, I bet.” Gracie Blanche, although vertically challenged, could still reach the back of my head and swatted it this time with an open hand. “You are going to get me in trouble.” I felt a headache coming on. Being popped in the back of the head twice before noon didn’t help matters any.
Jimmy looked at Miss Edna as if she had lost her marbles.  
“Listen, here, I came in to tell y’all about Bobby.” Jimmy was a little indignant he had been interrupted. “You know Bobby’s weekend getaway place upta Bostwick on the river? Well, Dewitt got a phone call, someone asked for him personally, saying that he might want to check out Bobby’s place ‘cas he might find something interesting up there. And, oh, yeah, he needed to be out there by 10 a.m. As I understand it, Dewitt wasn’t any too happy about having to miss going fishing and all.
“Anyway, Dewitt took one of the new deputies with him up there. The gate was already open and the pit was smoking. Apparently, whoever did Bobby in decided he needed to be barbequed.”
Before Gracie Blanche could stop me, my mouth opened and the words flew out all on their own. “I hope they used the smoking sweet sauce.”
Well, the dealers almost fell on the floor, they were laughing so hard. Miss Edna did not appear to be amused by my remark and Gracie Blanche, well, let’s just say I probably won’t be working the Old Fashion Antique Show and Sale next year. Thank you, Lord! Thank you, Jesus!
Jimmy, on the other hand, said, “Well, Parker, I’m not sure what kind of sauce they had on him but I do know it wasn’t any of that Carolina mustard crap.”
Of course, that just made me and the dealers laugh all the louder. Tears were streaming down our faces. Gracie Blanche couldn’t hold her laughter in any more. Miss Edna finally cracked a smile.
“Jimmy, tell us what Dewitt found out,” Gracie Blanche finally spluttered between her tears.
He nodded knowingly. “Dewitt said the new deputy probably wasn’t going to make it much longer. He threw up. Bobby apparently had been shot in the back of the head and then had been trussed up on a spit over the fire.”
“Oh, mercy, mercy,” murmured Miss Edna. “His mama does not need to know that.”
“Jimmy, who does Dewitt think did it?”
“Well, Gracie Blanche, he don’t know. In fact, he’s real upset. He had just seen Bobby on Thursday night. They had been exercising together.”
Worth, catching on quickly to the ways of River County and with a twinkle in his eye, asked, “Bending elbows?”
Jimmy shook his head. “They was drinking.”
“How long has Bobby been dead?”
“Gracie Blanche,” Jimmy said, obviously starting to get a wee bit annoyed. “I have done told you everything I know except that it will probably be in the mullet wrapper tomorrow.”
“Today is Sunday and the paper won’t come out again until Tuesday,” I said. 
The local newspaper several years ago had decided in its infinite wisdom to discontinue printing the paper Monday through Friday. Why? Because they had hired a consulting group out of Jacksonville to conduct a survey to see how many folks wanted to read about how the local football team did on Friday night and they wanted to read about it Saturday morning. 
In short, they didn’t want to wait until Monday morning to see how the county teams fared. While it was heavily rumored that only one-hundred people had participated in the survey, and all of those were former local football players, the paper changed its publishing schedule. Those guys were probably trying to hang onto their glory days, I surmised. Nevertheless, the paper now was printed Tuesday through Saturday.
Gracie Blanche turned to me. “Regardless, it’s still going to be in the newspaper.”
“Well, Jimmy, what are the details?”
Jimmy, bless his heart, didn’t have the sense God gave a goose. “They had women upta the camp! Dewitt’s trying to figure out who they was and where they got off to.”
Gracie Blanche fixed those dark brown eyes on me, drew up to her full 4’10” self, and said, “Parker, since you’re on vacation, you don’t need to get involved.”
“What would make you think I want to get involved in a local murder?” I was indignant that she would even think I wanted to be part this. “Since I’ve been gone forever and three days and I only know Bobby from way back in the day, I can’t imagine any reason why I would be remotely involved with this.”
Jimmy blurted out, “Yeah, but you know a lot. You been writing about those true crime stories.”
I blushed. Heck, I was impressed that Jimmy could read, what with his having only one eye and all. He had me there. However, I didn’t think a single murder in a small, sleepy Southern town would have much national interest. I was wrong.






  
  Chapter 2


The stories of  Bobby Derlicter are the stuff legends were made of. He’d been a super jock during high school. 
During the annual “smash ‘em” event where a junked car, supplied by the local car dealership and written off at full face value for tax purposes, was pummeled with a twenty-pound sledgehammer by the seniors. For some unknown reason, this was supposed to fire up the football team into a frenzy so they would win the first game of the season. 
Think about it, what high school coach in his right mind would ever schedule a tough team for the first game?
Bobby, being the super jock that he was, on the very first swing slammed the sledgehammer through the roof of the car. Turning to the crowd of apparently swooning girls, he generously offered to let one of the girls take a swing at the car.
In Bobby’s world, a female could not possibly be as good as he was at anything. In fact, although politically incorrect—and in a small town who cares about political correctness in high school—Bobby had been known to say that right out loud, in front of girls no less.
A small group of girls took umbrage at his remarks and decided it was time Bobby understood what the word “equal” meant. They asked one of the female weightlifters to take a turn at the car and show Bobby that females were every bit as “equal” as he was.
Svetlana, new to the United States and Po’hole via the Ukraine, would never win a beauty contest, and due to her strenuous weight training schedule, weighed almost as Bobby. Her coach emphasized later that Svetlana did not partake or use steroids of any type; she was just naturally large and exceptionally strong for her age. No one believed that for a minute, but that was their story and they stuck to it.
The sledgehammer was next to the car, head down with the handle standing straight up in the air. Svetlana dragged it back a few feet with one hand, looked over her shoulder at Bobby and shouted, “Power to the women!” The crowd standing near Bobby snickered.  
Svetlana grabbed the handle with the fury and intensity of being in a weightlifting competition, and lifted it up and over her shoulder in one smooth, primal, fluid motion. That hammer came down on the hood of the card with the power of a runaway train. She didn’t just put a dent in the hood of the car, the hammer went all the way through the hood and into the engine block where it lodged with the handle standing at attention.
The crowd was frozen with the sheer enormity of what had just happened.
Svetlana? Well, she turned to the now silent group, raised her arms in victory, and screamed, “Power to the women!” Bobby just stood there, eyes bugging out of his head.
She turned back to the car and jerked the hammer out, lifting up half the engine block before it was freed. It flew back over her shoulder, bounced up once, took aim at Bobby’s knee, and decided to kiss it.
You could have heard Bobby’s scream clear over to Crescent Beach some thirty miles away.
The clean and jerk exhibition of the hammer broke Bobby’s leg just above his knee effectively ending his chances at any college or pro career. He wasn’t a happy camper the rest of his senior year.
The girls who had orchestrated Svetlana’s demonstration of feminine power were beyond happy that she had out-powered the guys on the pounding of the car. They didn’t care much about Bobby’s broken leg.
You ask how I know so much detail about this incident? Well, now that the Statute of Limitations has expired and Bobby’s dead, I will cheerfully admit that I was one of the five girls who convinced, (coerced might be a better word,) Svetlana into showing off her strength with the hammer. That was a good day in high school. There weren’t that many of them for those of us who weren’t the “in” group. We celebrated at the local Dairy Queen.
And where is Svetlana these days? Last any of us heard, she was coaching the U.S. Women’s Weightlifting Team. Apparently she had such a good time with the hammer and the car, it’s now been indoctrinated into the United States training program.
Who said glasnost is dead?
Bobby wasn’t fit to live with during his senior year. Of course, after four surgeries, no college football scholarship, and finding out he was going to be a daddy…three times, no less, who could blame him for being a wee bit cranky?
Bobby bragged to his buddies on the football team that he had bagged three virgins. Apparently the three girls were adoring fans of Bobby’s and when he suggested a party in a motel room complete with a bottle of Cold Duck, how could they possibly resist the charm of a football star? It was Bobby’s version of Girls Gone Wild.
Later, when Bobby denied to his daddy, a really bad and stupid thing to do, that the babies couldn’t possibly be his, Big Bob believed him. That is until the girls took Bobby to court and told the judge, the Honorable Joseph Paul Hungert, that Bobby had told them they couldn’t get pregnant the first time and, no, he wasn’t going to wear a condom because, “it interfered with his pleasure.”
The Honorable Joseph Paul Hungert was an elder at the First Presbyterian Church of Po’thole, a well-respected judge, and Bobby wasn’t the first football player he had seen in his courtroom. He absolutely detested football players who thought they were above the law. He graduated magna cum laude from the University of Florida Law School and had his choice of well-paying jobs elsewhere. Why he chose to come back to here is beyond me. Obviously, I don’t appreciate the finer points of living in a small town.
He listened to the girls’ story, and while he doubted they were as innocent as they wanted him to believe, he did believe they were pregnant and so ordered a DNA test. He also ordered Bobby to pay for it.
The DNA results came back six weeks later. Apparently, it was an ugly, ugly scene in the courtroom.
The Honorable Joseph Paul Hungert said privately later if he knew how to write a movie script, he would make a fortune with everything that happened in his courtroom that day. Sadly, he didn’t think anyone would believe it.
According to my inside source, Mr. Tommy the court bailiff, the Honorable Joseph Paul Hungert entered the courtroom and asked for the paternity test envelopes. All three girls were there along with their mothers. Bobby was there, grinning and winking at everyone like he didn’t have a care in the world. Big Bob was also there, and having to take a day off from work without pay, he wasn’t the same ray of sunshine his son was.
The Honorable Judge cleared his throat after carefully re-reading the DNA results. “Mr. Derlicter, please stand.”
Bobby stood up, still grinning.
“Mr. Derlicter, these papers,” he held them up, “state conclusively that you are the father of each of these girls’ babies and although you are in high school, I am ordering you to pay $50 a week per child, until such time as you secure a meaningful full-time job. That is $150 per week, assuming no one has twins or triplets, until you are twenty-one years of age, or you receive a four year college degree. At that time, you will come back before the court and child support will be based upon the income you will receive in your new job.”
Bobby, still smiling, piped up. “Your Honor, it’s okay. Two of the girls are going to have an abortion. I’m paying for them and…”
All hell broke loose in the courtroom, according to Mr. Tommy.
The mothers of the girls started to shout, “Unt un, my child ain’t having no abortion!” “No, she’s not!” And, apparently, the only money motivated mom of the three, shouted out, “I want a cash settlement! Forget the darned abortion!”
Bobby was swollen up with pride and ego. He thought he had everything figured out. He was wrong.
Big Bob, sitting behind Bobby, yanked his oh-so-ugly-he’s-cute son around, looked him square in the eye, and punched him in the jaw. Mr. Tommy said it sounded just like a 22 rifle shot. Bobby fell back against the table unconscious. Apparently, Big Bob didn’t share Bobby’s same sense of humor or priorities.
Mr. Tommy, former world famous alligator wrestler and being at least two-hundred pounds overweight, just sat down and started to laugh at the comical scene. The girls were all shouting at their mothers and the mothers were shouting back at the girls.  
Mr. Tommy almost lost his state pension over the incident. He was laughing so hard that he started to roll off the chair. The chair, unfortunately, wasn’t designed to handle that much weight on just two legs. It collapsed under Mr. Tommy. 
The ruckus escalated when the Honorable Joseph Paul Hungert hit the panic button under his desk. It had never been used and the sheriff’s department wasn’t exactly sure what they were supposed to do when the call came in. Since the SWAT team was running drills that day, and as luck would have it they were only two blocks away, they took charge and rushed over to the courtroom.
They came charging through the doors, shields up, guns pointed, ready to toss tear gas at the offenders and thus saving the world from an unconscious football star, screaming teenage girls, and their shrieking mamas. The Honorable Joseph Paul Hungert jumped up so quickly when the Po’thole storm troopers came rushing to save him that his chair rolled across one of the corners of his official judge’s robe, thereby snapping his head back in his haste to escape from the lunacy of his formerly calm courtroom.
Mr. Tommy said the Honorable Joseph Paul Hungert let out an awful sound. He couldn’t decide if the judge was trying to yell for help or if he was actually dying of a heart attack.  
Bobby said later that his senior year in high school defined the rest of his life.
No other girls ever got pregnant; Bobby never went to college or got married. While he was a big boy in high school, he gained almost fifty additional pounds within two months after graduation.
Now that he was eighteen and of legal drinking age, he consumed as much beer as possible. Sitting in the back of a pickup one hot and humid night, popping open another can of Coors Light, Bobby groused to his buddies that he was tired of having to visit two or more convenience stores every night to get enough cold beer to drink. Bobby would only drink Coors Light.
Bobby’s dream was a beer barn stocked with cold beer all the time. His buddies all laughed and basically made fun of him.
Suffering from a huge hangover and barely being able to see one morning, Bobby thought his idea might have some merit. He went over to East Po’thole, looked over a closed fast food restaurant and called the realtor’s number on the sign.
While waiting on a call back, he wandered over to the convenience store next door and flirted with the girl on duty before asking, “Who’s the beer distributor and how do I contact them?”
The girl, smiling and blushing through all of Bobby’s banter, gave him every distributor’s phone number and sales rep’s name.
Bobby figured he was on a roll and called the Coors sales rep. He met Bobby within the hour. No other sales rep returned Bobby’s call that day.
He called the realtor again and left another message. This one was a little more to the point. “If you want to rent this rattletrap place in the next 24 hours, call me. If not, I’ll get me somebody else.”  
The realtor called back in twenty minutes.
Bobby had had a credit card since he was fifteen and the limit on it was now fifteen-thousand dollars. For all of Bobby’s other faults, he was good at handling his money.
Within thirty days, Bobby had renovated the fast food restaurant into a drive-through Beer Barn, had rented three outdoor signs, complete with buxom blonde and a can of Coors Light in hand, between Gainesville and Po’thole. Those signs said, “Thirsty? Visit the Beer Barn on the way to the beach.” 
Bobby turned out to be very resourceful and an excellent businessman. Who knew? By the time he was twenty-one he owned a chain of Beer Barns and was a multi-millionaire several times over.
What happened to his original Coors sales representative Joey Jones? He ended up working for Bobby and, as it turns out, he was also an excellent businessman. His area of expertise was, what else, negotiating beer prices with the various distributors.
Joey was having drinks one night at a local watering hole and was drinking, of course, his favorite liquid libation Coors Light. He and Bobby considered it nectar of the gods.
Joey had a friendly rivalry going with all of the beer reps. They swapped old war stories about various places they sold beer and Joey always joked about how the Beer Barns sold the most Coors Light in the entire South— a noble accomplishment and one he was immensely proud of.
The Budweiser sales rep was also quaffing down his brand across the bar from Joey. Apparently he had consumed several more beers than Joey when he yelled across the bar, “Hey, you guys couldn’t stay open a week if you didn’t carry our beer in your stores.”
The Bud rep was quite sure Joey hadn’t heard him so he walked over and loudly said, “You guys couldn’t stay open a week without our beer. Everyone knows the number one beer in America is Bud.”
Joey smiled. “Okay, let me buy you a beer.”
The poor fellow didn’t have a lick of sense. “Did you hear me? I said…”
“Yeah, I heard it. I don’t believe it but I heard you.”
“You and Bobby think you know everything. Well, you don’t…”
Wrong thing to say to the man who buys your products. Joey never said a word to the guy, pulled his wallet out, slapped his money down on the bar, and walked out. His buddies all looked at each other, rolled their eyes, and told the Bud man he had just stepped in a snake pit.
“Yeah, yeah, yeah. We’re still number one in the country and he’s not.” Consuming too much alcohol can have a disastrous effect on one’s career.
The next day all thirty-two Beer Barns had a fax waiting on them when they arrived at work. It read, “Until further notice no purchases or deliveries of Budweiser products are authorized. This includes any deliveries scheduled for today. Double your Coors order. Sandra will be faxing you new price points.”
The managers were burning up the telephone lines in minutes trying to figure out what was going on.
The Bud delivery guys weren’t too happy either. They ended up taking all of the deliveries back to their warehouses.
It took about two hours before Joey received his first phone call from an irate sales rep. “What do you mean you’re refusing our products? We’re Budweiser, you can’t do that!”
Joey asked, “Who’s your customer?”
The poor fellow obviously wasn’t thinking clearly when he answered, “Why, the working man, of course.”
Joey laughed. “Wrong. It’s me, the Beer Barn, and we don’t have to carry your products now or ever. Goodbye.” He slammed the phone down just as Bobby came through the door.
Over the next two weeks Joey and Bobby refused to take any of the Budweiser phone calls or to see them when they showed up unannounced in the lobby. And Joey, oops, just happened to let one of the reporters from the local newspaper in on what was going on.
Well, the national wire services picked up the story on the beer wars and the next thing everyone knew was that Bobby, the Beer Barn, and Po’thole were splashed all across the TV news and entertainment channels.
Bobby equated this as David versus Goliath. He was David and the big mean corporation was Goliath. By golly, no one was going to tell him what he had to buy for his stores. He was an American and he had free choice. Why it said so right in the Constitution…somewhere.
The Coors people absolutely loved Bobby and all of the free publicity they were getting. The City of Po’thole was thrilled they were getting good, positive publicity for the town. Beer Barn sales exploded. And the Bud folks were downing aspirin like it was going out of style over their ever-increasing, public relations nightmare.
Bobby, being the brilliant marketer that he was, managed to keep the beer war going for three weeks on the national news. 
Sales skyrocketed and because of all the publicity and interest in the Beer Barn concept, Bobby started franchising his idea born in the back of a pickup truck on a hot August night.
He required all new franchisees to come to Po’thole for their training. Hotel and food sales increased fairly dramatically in a very short period of time. The townspeople loved Bobby and what he did for the local economy.
Then they started talking about Bobby running for mayor. Bobby thought that was a hoot, him being in his early twenties and all.
Then he had an epiphany. What if he had Budweiser donate a new children’s park to the city, thus giving them very favorable publicity, and he, Bobby, being so moved by their generosity to his hometown, would let them back into his stores? 
Of course, Bobby wouldn’t know up front about the wonderful new park that they were donating nor would he know that they were going to throw him a very extravagant, (by Po’thole standards anyway,) campaign fundraiser for his mayoral run six weeks after the beer war ended.
The deal was struck behind closed doors over the phone and that’s how Bobby Derlicter became Po’thole’s youngest mayor at the age of twenty-two.
After his stint as mayor, he continued to do what he did best, drank vast quantities of his favorite liquid foamy libation, hung out with the guys at his hunting camp, swapped lies, told tall tales, and made money hand over fist.
He was just basically a good ol’ boy who found a way to make lots of money and have fun. He was generous to the various civic organizations in town, although he could be quite patronizing to some of the women’s groups. The Lady Gatorettes hated him.
That’s why it was such a surprise to the town to find Bobby trussed up and found swinging over an open Bar-B-Q pit at his hunting camp. Who could possibly have hated Bobby enough to kill him? Even in the South, barbeque redneck would probably not be a big seller regardless of the type of sauce.  
There were twelve empty Coors bottles next to the fire pit. At least, Bobby died with his favorite beer nearby. After all, what goes better with barbeque than a Coors?






  
  Chapter 3


“Squirrels in heaven , squirrels in heaven, squirrels in heaven, and I hope you are there too, Bobby,” muttered the sheriff to the empty unmarked car. Things couldn’t have fallen apart at a worse time. 
Sheriff Dewitt Munster had been the sheriff of River County for eleven and a half years and he was up for re-election in six months. This would make the third time he had to run against an opponent. 
His predecessor, the much beloved Allen Walters, had assured him that after he ran the first time it would be a piece of cake to get re-elected up until the time he wanted to retire. After all, Walters had been re-elected ten times with virtually no opposition.
But apparently Sheriff Munster wasn’t as beloved as Allen Walters had been. Each time that he’d run, he’d only won by the slimmest of margins. It was darn discouraging not to mention humiliating to win an election by only six votes particularly since the local “alleged” drug dealer had almost beaten him in the last election.  
“Yessiree, Bobby Derlicter, I take your murder very personally.”
******
Being that Po’thole only had one coffee shop in town and the fastest way to catch up on the local gossip was to get your coffee there, I made a daily pilgrimage to the coffee mecca.
I wasn’t paying the slightest bit of attention while standing in line. I’m almost comatose first thing in the morning and coffee does help to jumpstart my batteries. Otherwise, I turn into a really mean and nasty person. Unfortunately, there are those in two different parts of the country who say I’m like that even with coffee. I try not to associate with them.
Dewitt, ever the observant individual, turned and spotted me standing behind him in line.
“Oh, hey, Parker. When did you get back into town? Who are you visiting now?”
I always really had to force myself to remember to call him Dewitt and not Dimwit. His nickname in school was Dimwit Monster. Without that first cup of coffee, I didn’t want to risk making a political blunder so early in the morning.
“Well, Big D,” I said, figuring he’d like being called that, “I’m just kind of in town for a brief moment in time.”
“What brings you back?”
While I can be a real Chatty Cathy later in the day, without that first cup of coffee in the morning, well, let’s just say my social skills are a little lacking.
“Do what?”  Oh, yeah, my vocabulary isn’t particularly abundant either.
“I said what brings you back to town?”
I was pretty sure my saying “the coffee” wasn’t going to be well received.  
“I just came back for a little R&R.”
Wrong thing to say to a law enforcement officer in a small, sleepy Southern town where the streets roll up at night.
“Here?” Suspicion crossed his face. “This is about as quiet a place as you could ever find. No one goes out at night here. I thought you liked the big cities. Don’t you live in Atlanta?”
Please, I really needed coffee. The girls behind the counter were moving slower than cows going to a slaughterhouse. Why was Dimwit flapping his lips and expecting an intelligent answer from me?
“I came down because Gracie Blanche wore me down on helping her with the antique show thing.”
Dewitt sort of smiled. “Yeah, she can be somewhat on the persuasive side.” He looked at me carefully. “You’ve written three best-selling crime books, right?”
I nodded. My head was starting to throb and my eyes weren’t focusing too well either. I desperately needed coffee. I could feel the coffee demons attacking my caffeine-starved body.
Dewitt looked at me sourly. “You’re not going to write about this murder, are you?”
Where are those girls and the darn coffee?  
“Well, let’s put it this way...” I paused for effect. “No.”
“I’ll bet you worked pretty closely with law enforcement on your books, didn’t you?”
I knew Dewitt wanted something. He usually wasn’t at all talkative. In fact, he rarely said much of anything. When did he turn into the Po’thole’s equivalent of Chatty Cathy? I felt my entire being sinking into the bottoms of my dirty sneakers.  
“Sometimes.”
I could feel myself starting to say the coffee-drinkers prayer. “God, please let me have coffee right now. I promise I won’t kill anyone to get it. I thank you for my cup of coffee right now.” 
If I was ever kidnapped and they wanted me to talk, all anyone would have to do is withhold coffee from me, particularly first thing in the morning. I would fold like a bad umbrella and tell them everything.  
“Don’t you do something else besides write?” he asked as he poured an unbelievable amount of sugar into the large Styrofoam cup.
Although I was annoyed that Dimwit couldn’t believe someone could actually make a living writing, it did provide me with the much needed change of subjects.
“Yes, I own a computer security consulting firm.”   
“You doing well enough to take a vacation, huh? Pretty good. I don’t even take a vacation,” Dewitt muttered at me.
“I’ve got good people, it lets me travel, I do some computer consulting for the companies who need their computer systems protected against the hackers.” Where was my darn coffee?
Dewitt looked at me curiously.  
“Work with the FBI and law enforcement agencies all across the U.S., right?”
Since our Homeland Security work was pretty much confidential, I didn’t plan to elaborate for Dimwit. “Yep.”
He smiled and grinned with his coffee-stained teeth. “Great, why don’t you swing by the office in about an hour and take a look at our equipment?”
Bam! I swear I should have seen it coming but nooo, that slow girl hadn’t even taken my coffee order yet, and I just wasn’t awake. I vaguely wondered if there was a special place for me on the Zombie planet.
“Dim, er, Dewitt, I am not really a hardware person. If you have something wrong with your computers, call the company who sold them to you.” I glanced over at the register where the order-taker should have been standing.
Now that silly girl stood ready to take my order, pencil in hand.  
“Black,” I snapped.
She looked at me bug-eyed. She must have had a long night.
“Huh?”
“I said I want a black coffee. The largest one you have.”
“Nuttin’ else?”
“Nope.” I turned back to Dewitt, closed my eyes, and took a deep breath. “Big D, I’m taking a break right now and….”
“Criminals don’t take breaks.”
“Yeah, I understand that, but I didn’t come back to here to work. I just came back to take a break.”
Sheriff Munster grinned again, totally ignoring my comments. “Great!  See you in an hour.” And he walked out the door.
I was flabbergasted. My coffee was sitting on the counter when I turned back around. Why couldn’t they have gotten Dewitt’s coffee that fast? This whole conversation would have never happened. “Did you hear that?”
The girl just looked at me. “You said you wanted it black. Do you or don’t you?”
I just shook my head. I was back in Po’thole all right. If you can multi-task, don’t come here. Your talent’s wasted. 
About that time, Lucy Lu burst through the door. Before going any further, let me provide the color commentary on Lucy Lu. Well, okay, it’s really gossip, but it is funny. 
Patsy Lu, Lucy Lu’s mother, has been known to add a wee bit of liquid libation to whatever pot of something she was cooking. Her favorite liquid libation to use is Jack Black. Of course, I guess if I had six kids all with the middle name of Lu, I might resort to doing the same thing.
Donald Duck, Lucy Lu’s daddy, yes, his mama really did name him that because she loved Walt Disney and wanted to pay homage to the great man. Anyway, Donald ran off years ago with a Jenna Lou, but not before he had sired six kids all with the middle name of Lu, with Patsy. At least, they didn’t name the kids after the seven dwarfs.  
Patsy Lu Duck was truly convinced the reason why Donald insisted each child have the middle name of Lu was so that she would be forever tormented when she called them.
Everyone in the world, okay only in Po’thole, reminded her that her middle name was LU and each child spelled her name LU not LOU. Patsy Lu was not convinced that Donald had insisted on the middle name of Lu out of his love and devotion to her, particularly after she found out that he had been having an affair with Jenna Lou. 
It was shortly after Donald Duck ran off with Jenna Lou that Patsy Lu started to add her special liquid ingredient when she cooked. The kids loved it.  
In fact, they loved it so much they started taking it to school for their lunch. 
Never let it be said that Patsy Lu’s children weren’t innovative and had an entrepreneurial bent. They, all six of the Ducks—Tommie Lu, Peggy Lu, Lucy Lu, Wendy Lu, Layla Lu, and Mona Lu, were fairly enterprising at an early age. They sold their lunches to other kids.  
The kids who purchased the lunches became very slap happy during lunch and then wanted to snooze during the afternoon classes.
The teachers, beyond thrilled that they had one less rowdy child making noises in the classroom, apparently didn’t notice for months that the Lu sisters’ lunches contained a powerful liquid concoction. What gave the secret away was that Mona Lu snatched up all of her sisters’ lunches one day and sold them first, not realizing that Patsy Lu was so delighted that her children were scarfing up her meals that she had added even more of her special secret ingredient.
The children were so happy that day that they shared their lunch with other students. Instead of going to sleep like they normally did, their afternoon classes turned into Happy Hour…complete with cherry bombs going off in the girls and boys bathrooms…three times.
One teacher was heard to comment, “I didn’t sign up to teach in a war zone and I’m not doing it now!” However, since she was a tenured teacher, she decided she could hang in there for another year before she retired.
Patsy Lu was called into the principal’s office regarding her enterprising children.  Now, Patsy Lu might not have been the best mother in the world but she did love her children and their loving her cooking so much that they chose to share it and make money from it with others just warmed the cockles of her heart. She was immensely proud of this and to have some principal tell her…tell her...that her children couldn’t bring the nourishment that a good home-cooked meal provided them was insulting. 
She let loose on the principal and let all out of the venom she had been storing up since Donald left her for Jenna Lou. She blasted the principal so far into the middle of next week that he later said he thought there had been a nuclear attack in Florida and that only he, unfortunately, survived with Patsy Lu.  
Upon giving it some additional thought, meaning he needed to get the crazy woman out of his office, he agreed he might have acted in haste and the kids were free to continue to bring lunches from home. He did ask her to cut back, just a little, on the Jack Black.
Apparently Patsy Lu had some photos of him and her next door neighbor doing a little more than having a parent-teacher meeting. She might have mentioned that during her tirade which is quite possibly the reason he was so willing to let the kids continue to bring their homemade lunches.
Coming through the coffee shop’s door, Lucy Lu had the energy of a runaway freight train. I vaguely wondered what she needed coffee for since she was already overly stimulated. 
She was about as big around as she was tall—and she stopped right in front of me. Oh no, not another conversation….
“Why, Parker Bell, what are you doing in Po’thole? Did you hear about Bobby Derlicter? What are you doing here? Are you coming to the Ladies Circle meeting tomorrow?”  
Dear God, the woman sounded like she was on speed, she was speaking so fast.  Heck, if I didn’t know any better I’d say she sounded like she came from New York City which was the ultimate curse in Po’thole.
“Whoa, Lucy Lu!  Breathe, girl, breathe!” I was starting to wonder if I’d survive my forced visit. “As to your first question, I’m just coming back for a while.  Get away from….”
“The big city life,” she finished for me. “I knew it, I knew it! I knew you would come back to what little sense you have and come back home!” The only way to describe the deluded woman’s expression was gleeful. 
I felt a migraine coming on and it wasn’t even 9 a.m. yet. The coffee wasn’t giving me the kick start I needed on what was shaping up to be a lousy day. And here I was thinking it was going to fun being back in Po’thole.
“No, Lucy Lu, I came back because…”
“You have a broken heart from when you and Joe D. broke up, you’ve never found another man like him, and you came back for him. I knew it!” Her eyes positively sparkled at the thought.
I, on the other hand, felt my stomach drop and the pain of a heart ache. I had loved Joe D. at one time but I wanted more out of life than being the wife of “We Make Money, CPAs”. He never could understand why that wasn’t good enough for me.
I didn’t wish to encourage Lucy Lu along her line of faulty reasoning.
“When and where is the Ladies Circle meeting?”
Lucy Lu took a step back like I had slapped her. “Well, Parker, it’s the same place and time it’s always been. Ten o’clock at the church hall.” She eyed me like she would the devil if he had had the bad sense to confront her. “I forgot, you didn’t go to church much, did you? You broke your mama’s heart.” Boy, Po’thole was long on memory but short on forgiveness.
“Lucy Lu, Sheriff Munster has requested the honor of my presence in his office at ten or I’d go with you to the circle meeting.” Gosh, I sure hoped God didn’t strike me dead for lying about going to the circle meeting.
“Ha! He’s arresting you for Bobby’s murder.” She was almost giddy with excitement. “Wait until I tell….”  
And, whoosh, she was almost out the door before I caught hold of her shirt.  Because of the heft and weight of her force on barreling through the door and my desperate attempt to keep her from spreading any rumors, the buttons on her shirt exploded and went rolling everywhere.  
Lucy Lu was standing there, totally uncovered. Well, she did have on a Victoria’s Secret bra and, I must admit, she filled hers out far better than I did mine.  
I started to laugh, as did the counter girls, and the one other customer in the coffee shop. “I’m sorry, Lucy Lu.  I’ll buy you another shirt.”
Antonio Buglia walked through the door. He is Po’thole’s new police chief, formerly of New Jersey, and his nickname is, what else, Tony Bugs. It was bad enough that he was from New Jersey and with a nickname like Tony Bugs it was highly suspected in most circles around town that he might have had Mafia connections. In fact, Gracie Blanche had whispered to me during the Old Fashion Antique and Art Show that the Mafia was interested in taking over Po’thole.
My comment was a simple, “Why?”
Apparently, I don’t understand the massive appeal a small, rural farming community would have for the Mafia. Everyone else, well, according to Gracie Blanche anyway, believes Po’thole is just worth a boatload of money to the Mafia and what better way for the Mafia to gain inroads to this pot of gold than to send an Italian police chief down to take over the town.
Lucy Lu beyond horrified that a city official would see her precious naked body was screaming, “Don’t look! Don’t look!”
Tony Bugs, being the fine upstanding law officer that he was, grinned. “Why Lucy Lu, I do believe that’s the Victoria Secret’s Wonder Bra, isn’t it?”
What happened next really wasn’t pretty. Lucy Lu lunged at Chief of Police Tony Buglia. Although I thought Lucy Lu had given me the evil eye earlier, it was absolutely nothing in comparison to the look she was glaring down on Tony Buglia. She was actually foaming at the mouth.  
“Don’t look at me, you piece of New Jersey Mafia crap! Tony Bugs, you turn your back right now! You mobster you!”
I would have bet you even money that Tony Buglia knew his nickname was Tony Bugs. I was wrong.
His olive skin turned a deep fuchsia color. “What did you call me?” he roared. Stepping forward and catching both of Lucy Lu’s ample wrists in his hands, he turned her around and slapped cuffs on her so fast that I felt compelled to applaud his performance.  Apparently that was not the way to impress him.
“Who are you?”
I decided it would be a good time for me to exit. “Nobody. I’m just a nobody.” I tried to scoot out the door. Unfortunately, Lucy Lu was still blocking the door. I surmised that while I wasn’t much for attending church, she had never gone to Weight Watchers either.
Lucy Lu decided it was time to take me down with her. “She’s Parker Bell and Dewitt is going to arrest her for the murder of Bobby Derlicter! She’s meeting him at his office at ten.”
“Lucy Lu, put your shirt back on.” He had his hand on his gun and his eyes were piercing mine.
She wailed, “I can’t!  You have me in handcuffs!” She proceeded to cry.
Speaking loudly, Tony said, “Wanda Sue, come out from behind that counter and take my key…”
The counter girl rolled her eyes, “No. I ain’t getting anywhere near criminals. My mama done raised me right.” She immediately ducked beneath the counter, where upon you could hear the girl calling 911. “Yes, operator, there’s a lady in handcuffs, a guy with a gun, and a crazy woman here. Help!”
Tony and I looked at each other like we were the only sane people in the coffee shop. I decided to take the initiative and spoke first, “Um, Chief, I’m just supposed to meet Dewitt in his office. It has absolutely nothing to do with Bobby’s murder.”
“Put your hands on your head and turn around.”
Okay, now I was pissed. I still hadn’t tasted my sip of coffee yet, the drama that was unfolding before me was suddenly not amusing, and so far I wasn’t going to vote for anyone as Mr. or Ms. Congeniality. I had had enough of the shenanigans. To heck with a quiet vacation in Po’thole, to heck with Homeland Security, I was ready to go back to Atlanta.
“Call Dewitt.  I’m on my way to his office.” And with that I scooted past Lucy Lu and out the door.  
Tony made absolutely no effort to stop me. Lucy Lu was screaming something at the top of her lungs at me but since I wasn’t paying any attention I really don’t know what she said. I’m assuming it wasn’t anything that was encouraging and uplifting.
By the time I got to Dewitt’s office, I was in a foul mood. My coffee was cold, it tasted like cardboard that had been soaked in hot water, and I had paid for something that was now undrinkable. I still wasn’t awake, my new computer had not arrived yet, I desperately needed hot coffee, and I felt the beginnings of PMS starting. I wanted to hurt someone bad.
The redhead sitting behind the countertop with bulletproof glass barely looked up, “Sign in.” What special kind of stupid person would walk into a county government building and try to shoot a receptionist? The criminal mind in a rural community must have a different kind of thought process than those living in the larger cities.
“I have an appointment with Dewitt.”
She rang Dewitt’s secretary and in about two seconds flat Dewitt was bouncing through the door. I swear it looked like he had had an infusion of life breathed into him.  Apparently, the only time the man felt alive was in this building. I had never seen him so animated. It was scary.
“Parker, Parker, do come in!” Dewitt was making a big show to anyone paying attention. “Why, Parker, I do hear you had a little, shall we say, episode down at the coffee shop.” He was grinning from ear to ear.
I was starting to feel really mean. I held my hand up. “Dewitt, before we go any further, I have to have a cup of hot coffee. I absolutely can’t discuss anything without a cup of coffee. Where is your machine? I'll just help myself.”
By this time, we had walked back into the inner sanctum of the building.  Whoever decided on the gray-green colors of the Sheriff’s Office building should be shot.  There was nothing that felt good about the place. Dewitt waved at one of the many green uniformed women sitting behind desks. I guess he never realized that the green sheriff’s office uniforms and the building walls matched so well that it looked like the wall was moving when a person walked around in the office. 
“Gloria, get Parker a cup of coffee, will you?” She waited until Dewitt’s back was turned and then rolled her eyes.
“Just black and thank you.” At this point, I didn’t care if Dewitt had the Pope on staff and had told His Holiness to get up off the throne and go get me a cup of coffee, at least I had good enough manners to say thank you. I have been known to just glare at someone until they brought me coffee.
Ever the gentleman, Dewitt stepped aside and let me enter his office first. The first thing I noticed, sitting behind Dewitt’s desk and prominently displayed, was an autographed picture of Dewitt and Roger Moore, one of the many movie James Bonds. Roger was smiling and Dewitt had him at gunpoint in the classic James Bond pose. I was surprised. I thought Dewitt was more of a serious individual. He was a connect-the-dots type of person, point A leads to point B, and point B leads to point C.
His office was so filled with awards and plaques, framed letters of honor and appreciation I wondered when he had time to do any actual work. I also wondered how he had managed to acquire said awards and plaques.
He shut the door as I sat down in a tired-looking leather chair. “Parker, I understand you had a little, ah, situation this morning.”
It was astounding how fast news traveled in a small town. It had taken all of five minutes to get from the coffee shop to the sheriff’s department.
“Big D, please I really need a cup of coffee before I can give you details.” I felt my head really starting to pound. Did the coffee manufacturers add nicotine to the caffeine so America was totally wired and addicted at the same time to a legal beverage? I couldn’t go two hours without coffee or a soft drink. It was now going on three hours. I was a woman on the edge. I was well on my way to becoming dangerous.
Someone knocked on the door. “Sheriff Munster, I have the coffee.”
“Bring it on in, Gloria.”
Gloria had no idea how badly I needed that coffee. I was like a junkie looking for her next fix. I almost snatched it out of her hands.
“Gloria, thank you, thank you, thank you.”
It was hot, it was black, and it was glorious. As the liquid made its way down my throat, I could feel my vision returning to normal, my pulse evening out, and my charming personality once again bubbling to the forefront.
Shaking my hair out, I could now face Dewitt and anything else the day might throw at me. “Okay, Dim…ah, Dewitt, what is it that I can do for you?”
His smile engulfed the entire room. “I understand that you had a little incident happen down at the coffee shop after I left. Tell me about it.”
“Well,” I paused, taking another big gulp of coffee. “Lucy Lu, you know her, right?”
He nodded and I gave him the short version of what had happened, concluding with, “Can I get another cup of coffee?”
Dewitt was laughing at this point, I was grinning, and, magically, another cup of the nectar of the gods had appeared. I was starting to enjoy my day.
“Who is that guy, Dewitt? I’ve only heard a little bit about him.” The only thing I knew about Tony Bugs was what Joe D. had told me last night in bed. I really hadn’t been paying attention.  
“His real name is Antonio Buglia. Goes by Tony and his nickname is Tony Bugs.  There’s quite a few folks who think he’s Mafia-related and he’s trying to take over Po’thole.”
“Is that really true?”
“Well, only time will tell on that. The truth is, or what I’ve been able to find out through my law enforcement contacts, is that he was police chief of a small town in New Jersey and is very quick to point the finger at others.  
“Rumor is that he had political aspirations and backed the wrong group. He apparently was very vocal about his guy losing, saying the elections were rigged, etc. and here’s the good part.” Dewitt leaned forwarded conspiratorially. “He had a visit from an allegedly very connected man who strongly encouraged him to move south. When Tony had a visit several weeks later from that same gentleman, and the lovely weather in Florida was again mentioned, Tony kicked the guy out of his office.
“Two days later his police car blew up. . . just after he had gotten out of it. Tony didn’t put the two together.”
I started to laugh. “Dewitt, you mean to tell me Tony Bugs is dumber than anything I’ve heard around town?”
Dewitt nodded, smiled, and folded his hands behind his head. I was starting to appreciate Dewitt a little more.  
“How did he get this job?”
“Turns out the former police chief Johnny Piesacki knew a guy who worked with Tony and told him the whole story. Johnny figured if he could get Tony Bugs down here Johnny could be hired as a consultant to the police department while maintaining his retirement money. Pretty slick, huh?”
“Well, a little double-dipping never hurt anyone.”
“Anyway, he called New Jersey and told Tony Bugs what a soft, cushy job it was in Po’thole and he could spend most of his time fishing and having fun. Very little work to do, in other words. Tony thought about it for about three minutes and agreed. 
“Well, the city commissioners are pretty much a bunch of patsies and whoever the chief of police tells you they want for a replacement, they go along with it.
“Tony gets down here and decides he doesn’t want Johnny as a consultant. He wants one of his cronies from up north to be the consultant. Well, Johnny didn’t take kindly to that suggestion and in the middle of a healthy discussion,” Dewitt held up his fingers and made quote signs in the air, “Johnny falls over dead from a heart attack. It turns out Tony doesn’t even know how to do CPR.”
Dewitt shook his head sadly. “Can you imagine a police chief not knowing how to do CPR? Anyway, Johnny was already dead and they couldn’t revive him and that, boys and girls, is how Tony Bugs got his job.”
Wow! What a day this is turning out to be and we haven’t even gotten to lunch yet. Who said small towns couldn’t be fun?
“Who’s running the department then?” I asked.
Dewitt’s smile returned. “Probably his secretary, Erlene.”
Erlene Thompson was older than dirt and had probably been with God when He formed the earth. 
“Big D, um, is she still the same Erlene I remember?”
He nodded. “Yep, old, crabby, and you had best be a Baptist to get any good information out of her.”
“How’s she getting along with Tony Bugs then? What with him being a Yankee and all?”
“Rumor is that she keeps him occupied with paperwork, meetings, and speaking to various civic organizations while she basically runs things. Apparently that’s what she’s been doing for years. She certainly did it for Johnny when he was chief.”
Oh, great! Po’thole has had a murder and the only one running things is a crabby old secretary without any formal police training. I sure hoped the national news media never picked up on that. Crooks, scam artists, and other undesirable rift raft would come pouring into town. Po’thole could potentially turn into crime heaven.
“So, Parker, are you going to write a book on Bobby’s murder?” Dewitt was leaning forward, indicating a very high interest in my answer. 
The alarm meter went off in my head. Something was up. There was a hidden agenda here somewhere and I wasn’t sure I wanted to find out what it was.
“Um, not really, Dewitt. I mean, I know Bobby was a very successful businessman but I don’t see that there would be any real national interest in this murder.” I leaned back in my seat, took another sip of coffee, and joked, “Of course, if you have another couple of murders, then there might be something interesting to a national audience. Why, what’s up?”
Dewitt was still smiling. “Well, Parker, I think it might be nice if you were very close to the investigation and had access to all of our information.”
Alarm bells in my head turned into a Code Red Homeland Security Alert. I put down my coffee.
“You know it’s an election year.” He leaned back slightly in his chair, staring at me intently.
“Yeah, so?”
“Well, if there were a book being written about the murder and you had complete access to the sheriff and his investigation, don’t you think…?”
BAM! The lights finally went on in my brain.
“Whoa, there, Dewitt! You are asking me to help you win your election by writing a book?” I just shook my head. “Just because I write a book, right now, today, the earliest it could be published and out in the bookstores is two years from now. Your election will be long over by then. What would the point be?”
He looked dejected. “Really?  It takes that long to get a book out?”
I nodded.
He brightened up. “Still, it would be a feather in my cap to have you, a nationally known bestselling crime author, write a book on me.”
No, no, no my brain screamed at me. I took a deep breath. “Dewitt, if there were a book involved, to be written, it would be on the murders, not on you personally.”
“Why not?”
“Because no one cares about the sheriff. Readers only care about the murders and how they were solved, the interesting little details that were going on while the public was being fed other information.
“Readers would not be interested how you came up through the ranks, how you barely win elections, how you...”
BAM!







