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In The Thick Of The Plot
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“He’s leaving for Hollow Box tonight!

“Are you set up to dispose of him?”

“He doesn’t know anything. And there’s nothing for him to

find.”

“Then why have you waited so long to eliminate the kid?”

“One reason is that there is something hidden somewhere that his old man left. Before I put them to rest, he said there is evidence hidden in the forest that only his son would be able to figure out.”

“And yet you say there is nothing for him to find.”

“Once I figure out what the old man was talking about, it all goes away.”

“I’m ready for it all to go away ASAP.”

“Look, the boy might have something he doesn’t even know he has.” 

“Listen, I won’t let your arrogance muddy the waters, do you understand?”

“Oh, I understand all right. Don’t get your bowls in an 

uproar. I’ll do what I must do, when I must do it, to whoever

needs it done to them. Don’t call me back, I’ll call you! 

Remember I’m not a pupp...” 

“You’re my lap dog, and will do as I say, when I say. 

Remember that, or I will have yet another crew over there 

within a day to mop up.”

The man in the high-backed overstuffed office chair pushed

the receiver button, just as the man on the other side of the 

conversation started to retort. Then he sat back, slumping as he 

sighed. Then, with another sigh, he reached for the large desk 

phone, which appeared to have as many buttons on it as a PDA, and pushed the speed dial, waiting for an answer. 

“Hello, may I help you?”

“Harper is leaving for Hollow Box tonight. Our field agent 

won’t be far behind, and he has outlived his license to operate outside of East Germany.”

“I told you to have him scratched years ago. How did you

ever get the big window office when you're so spineless?”

“Just take care of all five situations!”

“Consider it done. Is there a particular time frame to 

accomplish the task?”

“Wait to see if he has dug anything up, if anything. Then knock off everyone alive who’s still on the list. Then destroy the list so no evidence remains of Operation Hollow Box.”

“Good thing we operate on the West Coast.”

After hanging up the receiver, the man turned to face the

large floor-to-ceiling window. He stood and looked across Central Park.

“I do have a rather nice view at that.”  
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The Non-Inviting Past
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It had been a long haul from San Francisco to Tamarac. 

Cliff pulled in the gravel drive at sunup. The cabin loomed, defeated before him. Dawn provided the old cabin with a dark silhouette. Its edges engulfed in the folds of the forest.  

After putting the 4x4 Ford Bronco in neutral, he took his foot off the clutch to engage the emergency brake. With a single boot toe, he applied a heavy shove, locking the brake in place. 

As he turned off the engine, he was engulfed by the silence he had instigated. Every motion being intensified by the weight of the moment. Not a soul knew he was here. That wasn’t really the truth, his foster father knew. But the forest announced his presence, and for the moment it hid itself from him.

Eventually, the forest resumed its morning commotion. Birds chirped, while a spotted owl gave its final hoots before total daybreak. Cliff put his finger to his chest and felt for the hidden chain. 

“I might as well get this show on the road.” His callused hand reached inside the glove box for a flashlight. It was still dark enough that he might need it inside the house. Slowly, he stepped out of the Bronco. 

The soles of his very broken-in boots grated on the gravel as he pivoted to shut the door before he advanced on the cabin. The weight on his shoulders was increasing. The hope was that this would be the beginning of the end of the mystery. The ominous sound of each footstep added to Cliff’s anxiety. Then he reached the cement steps leading to the wooden porch. He tore off the crime tape, readying himself for what awaited.

The chain around his neck was pulled out and off and over his head, revealing two keys that rested at its end. The larger tarnished key found its way into his right hand. 

He turned the key between his thumb and pointer finger. Sparking unease, which had been in the confines of his emotions for a considerable amount of time.

It took several moments for the key to work its way into the lock. Cliff thought he would break the key trying to get in the door. Finally, by pulling the door toward him, the key found freedom to work. Creaking violently, the door opened under duress. 

As the morning progressed, light chased shadows from the exposed corners of the cabin. He walked through the door, embracing the smells of burnt wood and dust. The east window was engulfed by the sunrise, showing the swirls of dust caught in its grasp.

The sun had just peaked above the treetops. Shining through the filth-covered window, causing a rather fuzzy brilliance to enter unyieldingly into the aging cabin. His footsteps were the only sounds in the forgotten cabin other than the Bluebirds or the tapping of the Woodpecker on the giant trunks of the Redwoods. 

Dust of years gone by had settled on the shelves, tables, and even between books and papers over the decades. A musty smell, overpowering even the burnt wood, became stronger as he stepped deeper into the room. For the first few moments, it was almost sickening.  

Multitudes of spiders hung in the corners of the cabin. Webs, dust, sun, and years past were concealing the flowered wallpaper his mother had hung several years prior. She would not be happy; the cabin was in such disarray. 

Something seemed out of place, but what? He missed his parents, often wishing he had someone to call mom or dad. With no further need for the flashlight, he set it down on the thick, dust-covered end table. He tried to blow some of the dust away but ended up sneezing for a minute. He decided to wait to dust the furniture.

The kitchen seemed ready to serve breakfast. The table is ready for a German breakfast for three. But there was no power when he tried the light switch. 

“That’s odd, I had called and had the utilities turned on. Also, the phone, even a propane delivery set up for yesterday. George was supposed to be here when it was delivered.” He walked outside, around the house to the back porch, and checked the fuse box. 

After opening the panel, Cliff knew why the power was not on in the house. The round fuses were not screwed into their sockets. One by one, he inserted the fuses after swiping dead spider carcasses out of the way. Then lifted the lever to activate the fuse box. “These will have to be changed to the new modern breakers. Also, some of the wiring will need to be replaced.”

Cliff walked back into the house and to his parents’ bedroom. It was very dark, so he flipped the light switch to the right of the door jam. The bed was made, and the flowered embroidered pillowcases unfaded. 

His family's cabin was like a time capsule, complete with crime tape still hanging on to the edges of doorways. The tape on the front door ripped up when Cliff entered the cabin. George kept the crime tape up for over twenty years.

He wanted Cliff to see the remnants of the past, to give him pause. Maybe he would even change his mind about staying. The crime tape on the outside of the front door wasn’t even faded. It had replaced the old stuff. Cliff shook his head.

“Oh, George, always thinking you know best.” 

His childhood bedroom lay waiting for him behind the secret pull-down door. The rusty door squealed as it opened. Then, after pulling down the ladder, he slowly made his way up the narrow entrance. Would the Lunar Module model that his dad helped him build still be together? The last step creaked loudly, causing a squirrel to scurry through a broken windowpane at the sight of the young man. Cliff sat down on the ledge of the opening and thought back.

Twenty-one years earlier, he and his parents had lived in this cabin, and it had been the time of his life, a place of warmth, with parents filled with love, laughter, and adventure. Cliff was ten years old that fateful night. 

Late in the evening, the dark-clad men appeared from the darkness. Their heads and faces were covered with ski masks. 

During the heated moment, no time was allowed for discussion, no time to protect themselves. The masked individuals had beaten his parents and dragged them away into the dark evening.

Another shorter, stockier masked man came in, looking straight at the hidden room. The intruder raised his pistol at the ceiling to the left of the pull-down door and fired two shots, then aimed to the right and fired another four. He quickly ran out of the cabin, never to be seen again. 

His father taught him how to play hide and seek. To be quiet when hiding makes it harder to find. Instinctively, he lay still, with his eyes wide and his emotions welling in his tear ducts. He would also have been dragged away if he had been seen.   Luckily, his bedroom had been in the attic. Hidden by the pull-down door, which had been shut after he had been tucked in for the night. He remembered shaking from head to toe, then soaking his P.Js. Cliff lay still with his hand over his mouth. His only comfort came from his teddy bear, which he clung to tightly.

Though safe from physical harm, mentally, he was haunted. He had witnessed the whole ugly crime through cracks between the floorboards in his room. The cracks have widened over the last twenty or so years. The police discounted the bullet holes as random or ricochet bullets. 

There, next to where he lay that evening, were the bullet holes that were supposed to kill him. Wood, which had been yellowish when it was first splintered, was now darkened to match the surrounding boards. Cliff shuddered from his shoulders to his knees. Was he blessed or cursed? George would say he was blessed to have lived through the whole thing. Yet he felt it was a curse to have to live through it repeatedly. He had to live every day not knowing what had become of his family.  

A tapping noise brought him back to the present. Cliff tensed at a rustling noise, every instinct, every reflex on alert. Then he relaxed as he realized there were a few squirrels on the roof, scurrying around in the morning sun. The model lay across the dresser and floor in several pieces.

“I’ll gather you up later.”

Well, he had been too idle thus far, so he decided to bring in the suitcases and boxes he had stuffed in the truck. Most of his things would arrive with the movers later. 

After walking down the attic stairs, he folded the ladder up and shut the door. He decided to bring everything in and worry about unpacking later in the day, or possibly the week. Fifteen minutes later, the Bronco was unloaded into the living room. Eventually, he would move the boxes into the master bedroom.

His parents’ bedroom would become his own, at least until he added a room onto the cabin. Cliff bent over to pick up the box with his clothes and heard the floorboard creaking behind him.

Pain shot through his neck, head, and shoulders. Darkness swallowed him, sending him to dreamland without any dreams.

He awoke with a pounding head and soaked from sweat. His coat was half off. Someone had rummaged through his pockets. So sitting up, he removed the jacket, throwing it across empty boxes. After a few moments, Cliff realized the front room of the cabin had been torn apart. Everything he brought was scattered around the place. 

“This is like a bad B movie.” He immediately searched for the chain around his neck. The house key was hanging in front, and the other key had slid to the back of his neck. They were both safe. He sighed.

Placing his hands on the arm of the couch, he raised himself to a standing position. The dizziness he felt at first dissipated for a time, and he walked toward the door. It stood ajar, and though slightly broken, still on its hinges. 

Suddenly, he was aware of footsteps on the front porch. Reaching for his .357 Desert Eagle, he found the shoulder holster empty. He looked from one side of the living room to the other, looking for a weapon of some kind. 

His eyes homed in on a table lamp on the end table. His dad had made it out of wooden wire spools. He grabbed it and walked to the side of the door without a window. There was no way he would be sucker punched again. As the footsteps drew closer, Cliff grew more tense. 

“Is anybody home, or is this place just haunted?” Cliff recognized the voice. Once again, with the seriousness of the moment gone, he noticed the pain in his neck. With one hand still clenching the lamp, he opened the currently lopsided door with the empty hand and stepped out on the porch. 

“How are you doin',” he said as he hugged the older man.

“Ornery as ever and ready for a fishing trip with my old fishing buddy.”

“Not today, George, I’ve got to clean up the cabin.” The older man stepped into the cabin.

“I’d say you’re about as good a house cleaner as your father. And don’t try to blame this on a tornado or wild animals.”

“I blame this on whoever put this lump on the back of my head and neck.” 

“Obviously, someone thought they would find something.” George looked at the back of Cliff’s head and touched a slightly bloodied spot. 

“Ouch, the blood should have been a clue, not to poke around,” Cliff said. “I bet you go around poking bears, too.”

“By the looks of it, they were checking for anything they could get their hands on.”

“I would agree with you, but my things weren’t gone through with any care, like what’s in this box we could sell. No, they were looking for specific things. Getting angry when they didn’t find exactly what they were looking for. Some of the boxes were thrown against the walls and furniture. You know the old saying, if at first you don’t succeed, try, try again. Man, this smarts,” Cliff held his neck, wincing.

“What in the world do you have that somebody else would want?”

“Nothing that I am aware of, or should I say nothing I’m bringing with me. Could it be something in the cabin?”

“If there were something in the cabin, they wouldn’t have only looked through this stuff. Also, they could have looked before. Even the timing is suspicious.”


“This cabin has been abandoned since, since, oh, you know.” “Since your parents turned up missing.”


“Perhaps they were abducted to obtain something. Something which was never located. I know, George, you think I’m crazy, but there had to be a reason, didn’t there?”

“You know, Cliff. I was just a deputy when your parents disappeared. We never found a clue of forced entry or foul play. We searched for months and never found a body, grave, or anything linked with their disappearance.” George scratched his head, “let it lie, son, you need to move on with your life.

"You never found any sign of foul play," said Cliff. "What about the bullet holes in the floor in my bedroom?" Walking over to the ceiling below his bedroom, he pointed out six small holes.

If I hadn’t rolled over away from the ladder door, one of those would have been the end of me.”

"I don't remember them being there before, maybe someone's been doin' a little target practice." 

"Listen, George. I told you they tried to shoot me." Cliff sighed under his breath and turned away from the older man.

"Listen, Cliff. That was two decades ago, and I can't remember everything about that night."

"Well, I can't seem to forget. It haunts me, George."  

“Forget this place, Cliff, it’s a catastrophe. Soon, the president will call it a national disaster. Cat got your tongue, boy, speak up like you’re alive.”

“Now, George, just simmer down. It can’t possibly be good for an old-timer like you to get excited. I’ll fix it up and make a home out of it again.”

“Hopefully, the person who bushwhacked you doesn’t have the same idea. Oh, what am I wasting my time for, you’re just as mule-headed as your father was.” Cliff felt his face turning rigid. His eyes were wide, and he seemed to be staring right through George. The older man flinched and seemed to be shaking off a chill. 

“I shouldn’t have said that, son. I’m sorry. I’ll head out before the fish decide to move upstream.” He slammed the door as he was leaving. The door shut, falling off one hinge, and was left barely hanging on to the other.

“Like father, like son,” Cliff whispered. He turned toward the door to watch his old friend and father figure leave. But remembered his missing .357. Sifting through the debris, he finally heard the distinctive sound of metal on metal. 

Lifting the box and pulling clothes from the pile, he finally found his Desert Eagle and the ammo it once held.

“At least I still have you.” Now he knew it wasn’t just a robbery. If it had been, he wouldn’t still have his wallet or his weapon.  

Cliff walked outside and inspected the road leading to the driveway. The rain the day before had erased or lessened the older tracks, leaving some tracks filled with water. The Bronco’s tracks were fresh and cut deep into the moistened road. 

There were two other sets of tracks running alongside, under, or over his tracks in some places. Another truck, possibly a full-sized four-by-four, had paid a visit. “I didn’t hear a thing, oh well, I didn’t hear George either. I guess he pulled up while I was out cold.” He made a mental note to buy some plaster later in the day to make a plaster cast of the track. 

Approaching in the distance, Cliff could tell a car was headed towards the cabin. He eased into the tree line, unholstering his pistol. Crouching, to remain hidden but still able to see who it was. A black sedan stopped in front of the cabin, and two men in dark suits emerged. One walking to the rear of the cabin and the other towards the front door.

They had to be agents of some kind. The one he could see removed a weapon and added a silencer. Kicking open the front door, he lunged through the opening. The agent who searched the back of the cabin came back to the front and went through the opening where the front door had been. A few minutes later, both men walked out of the cabin. They were looking from side to side, trying to find someone. Cliff knew it was him.

They were startled by George’s Blazer stopping in front of their car. Raising their guns to shoot his foster father. Cliff reacted without a second’s thought, pulling the trigger, adjusting to the next target, and pulling the trigger again. Now on his doorstep were two dark suits with dead bodies in them. A pool of blood running over the front steps.

A moment later, George was leaning over the bodies. “Cliff, are you alright?”

“Yes, but don’t you think this proves this should still be an active investigation?”

“Yes, someone is opening it up again. Even if you don’t believe it, I never closed it. I’ll call in the cavalry and get this cleaned up. You can come down to the station later and fill out a report. Also, I want to say thank you.”

“Oh, man, I bet that was hard?”

“You have no idea.”

“Why did you come back?”

“Believe it or not, I forgot my fishing pole and was going to borrow one of yours if you had one with you.”

“My poles are in the truck with everything else I have. They are on their way here.”

“It doesn’t matter now, work awaits me.”

Cliff watched George look into the sedan and grab a piece of paper from inside. He tucked in his shirt pocket. Then he made a few calls. When the deputies and the meat wagon arrived, he left with them following.

Back inside his cabin, Cliff rummaged through the mess to find his clipboard. Finally, he found it under the faded brown and white sofa. A few years earlier, he had designed a case sheet to help him keep organized. His livelihood depended on how many clients he helped, either to recover something or to prove innocence. 

On the top of each page, centered between the margins, and in bright red, glared a giant question mark. Beneath it followed a list of questions that generally need answers. His parents' case was the top sheet and always had been. 

“Damn, they tore the whole place up just to get a piece of paper with information that could be found in newspaper archives at the library.” Cliff sat on the floor and tried to figure out why anyone would want his parents’ case sheet. 

“I’ll find out what happened, Mom and Dad, I promise. Luckily, I scanned the sheet and won’t have to research it another time myself.” Oddly, he noticed the floor beneath the mess was dirty but not muddy.

Quietly, he thought out loud. “If the people had come from some launch area within the forest, there would have been mud from their shoes all over the floor. Which means the culprit or culprits must have been the ones driving the truck that left those tire tracks.”

It wasn’t the same men he had killed. They would have killed him the first time. So, there was more than one person or group involved.

Most likely, they were in the area ahead of me. Once again, he walked outside and to the road to look at the tire tracks. Following the tracks a bit up the muddy road, he found what he had been expecting.

The truck had backed up into a small clearing of trees, waiting until Cliff would be caught off guard and settled in. The tracks he now inspected were deeper and torn into the mud. After sitting in the mud for a while, the tires naturally slipped before engaging before leaving.

Cliff decided to go back to the cabin and start straightening it out. But only once he managed to locate and clean out the coffee pot with a moistened rag. The coffee hadn’t been used since his parents’ disappearance. 

It sat in its exact spot, but there was still water in it. “That’s not possible after twenty years.” As far as he knew, the water hadn’t been turned on in those same years. He was expecting a flood of brown water when he turned on the cold water. A tinge of brown for only a second. Then the water ran clear and clean. 

“I’ll keep this to myself. If I mention it to George, he’d have some stupid explanation.” He could hear it in his head. “Bears have a way of making themselves at home.” Then he would laugh and see himself out of the conversation. There was something of a much more urgent priority.

“Hello there, you’re just what the doctor ordered.” Cliff walked to a box that had been almost emptied. Next to a couple of shoestrings and racquetball lay his jar of instant coffee. He walked to the kitchen, carrying the jar of instant goodness. 

In a few minutes, he sat in a chair that engulfed him in a cloud of dust. Cliff coughed and sneezed until his eyes were watering. Finally, the dust settled along with his irritation. But not before he blew his nose into a handkerchief to clear it of all the unwanted particles. 

Slowly, gathering himself out of the chair, he went to the kitchen, made a cup of joe, and slowly sat back down in the overstuffed chair. Propping his feet up with the help of a footstool, he sighed as he relaxed. 

The clipboard, which was missing its top page, rested on his knee, while Cliff sipped a hot cup of coffee. He remembered George teasing him about the way he drank his coffee.

“You drink your coffee like a woman, Cliffy. Men drink coffee black; they don’t add sugar and cream to dilute it. Boy, black coffee will grow hair on your chest.”

“Yeah, but it'll stunt my growth, George.”

“There ain’t no way anything will stunt your growth, Boy. Unless I weigh you down with some rocks in your britches.”

Cliff smiled at the memory from his youth. George had always been there when he needed him. It had taken George a while to adjust to having another human being in the way. And that’s just how George made him feel for a long time. The youngster had never known anyone so cranky in his life. 

The old man only seemed to have compassion for his dog, Reilly. Reilly was a Labrador retriever. He retrieved George’s newspaper every morning, and he even delivered it only partly chewed. But that dog couldn’t do anything wrong. Old George would pat the dog on the head and tell him he was a good boy. 

Cliff laughed at the thought of the older man taking the wet paper, walking to the trash can, and throwing it away.

After about a year, Cliff and George started to bond. Every weekend was filled with either hunting, fishing, camping, rafting, or hiking. Cliff learned about wrestling and even a little boxing from the ex-marine turned law enforcement agent. 

George’s respect for the law had been what inspired him to become a policeman and then a private investigator. No. That wasn’t exactly true. Yes, it was a partial reason, but the real motivation was to keep him on course. The force that forged his whole life was his sense of obligation to find out about his parents after their disappearance. 

If they had lived through the ordeal, they would have come back for him. Right through that non-existent door. Cliff decided to fix the door right after he finished his hot, relaxing cup of coffee, and he cleaned his head and neck.

“Well, George, this cup is all black. It will do in a pinch.”
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The next three days were busy with cleaning and repairs. When Cliff repaired the broken window in his old room, he gathered the lunar module and the Apollo 13 rocket his dad had helped him build.  

Scampering squirrels and time had left it broken and in pieces. He gingerly picked up the pieces and placed them on his dresser by the window.

“Later, I’ll see what I can do with you, old timer.” At that moment, he realized his bed had not been made since he was shot at. 

“Mom would not be happy with an unmade bed.” It didn’t take long for the sheet to be pulled up and the blankets tucked.

Closing the pull-down entrance to a room, he knew he wouldn’t be in again until the renovation started. Cliff scrubbed the front porch with Muriatic acid to remove the blood stain.

The plaster cast of the tire track left by the mugger had dried and was a centerpiece on his coffee table. He hadn't checked any tire stores yet, but he was sure the person was from the area. Or at least had studied the area well enough to find the proper concealment.

One afternoon, he went to town for supplies. He needed some wood, glass for another window, nails, screws, and paint. While in town, he stopped by a land developer's office to get an idea for getting blueprints done for the additions to his cabin. 

Things seemed to be working out without a hitch. An Architect would be stopping by in a week to see what he could do with Cliff’s ideas. Of course, Randy, his own personal carpenter/best friend, would be here, and his new job should be great with Clyde as his boss.

During a stroll down Elm Street, which happened to be the main thoroughfare, he looked in a pet store window and spied two matching Labrador retriever puppies. He walked in and went straight to the kennel holding the puppies.

“I don’t believe my luck.” Only a few people in the store turned their heads at his statement. Not trying to be the center of attention, Cliff waved at the people.

“I’m just excited about what I’ve found.” He ignored their gawking and waved down the store owner. Overwhelmed with excitement, he bent down to get a closer look. They were dead ringers for old Reilly.

“How much do these Puppies cost?”

“One Hundred and Seventy dollars each.” The store owner looked at Cliff’s clothes and chuckled. “I guess that’s a couple of hundred dollars too much.”

"That was uncalled for and totally unprofessional. I am wearing what most people call work clothes. I will pay what you asked and then tell everyone I run into about your business policies. You and all your hoity-toity customers. Maybe since I’m going to be working for the parks and recreation department, I can even sight you with something or other."

Half an hour later, he was walking out the door with two puppies, leashes, and a couple of bones.

"Oh yes, it was a pleasure doing business with you. And thanks for the discount on the animals and supplies. I’m sure there are a lot of people who are interested in finding a good pet store.”  

Once out the door, he made a beeline for George’s cabin on the edge of town. His house was perfectly matched to the Police Chief’s personality. The last block of houses ended, and then there was about an acre of empty field, and then George's house. There was no worry about anything being built next to his house. The Police Chief owned the acre of land between the houses. 

Cliff remembered his foster father saying that if Cliff outlived him, the house and the land would be his. Then he told Cliff he would be gone before him. George laughed for quite a while. 

His foster father hated the doorbell ringing. So, he rang it to spite the old man.

“This should get him here in a hurry.” It wasn’t more than two seconds later that the door opened to an already complaining George.

“Why in tarnation don’t you knock? In the old days, nobody had these contraptions?”

“I believe you would use torchlight or smoke signals to make contact. I bet you thought carrier pigeons were the cat's meow.”

“Very funny, look who sprouted a sense of humor.”

“Well, if you hate it so much, why don’t you disconnect it?”

“Cliff, you of all people know how I hate that darned bell. What in the world are you carrying in your arms? Those have got to be the ugliest critters I’ve ever seen.”

They sure aren’t hamsters, George. May I come in?” George stepped to one side and grabbed one of the dogs as Cliff walked by. “I see you already made your choice. And a good choice if I do say so.” At first, George was his natural grumpy self and yelled at Cliff for even thinking that another dog was what he wanted.

“After all, youngen, Reilly has only been dead for eight or so years, I’m still mournin.”

“Just look at him before you make one of your snap decisions. Besides, you never mourn for anything or anybody, you Ole coot.”

After George held the puppy for no more than a minute, they were inseparable. Tears rolled off the old man's cheeks, slowly disappearing into his flannel shirt. George turned to hide the event and walked to the kitchen, where he set the puppy down. 

“You do know my dog is a female, don’t you, son?”

“No, I didn’t know. Here, George, you can swap with me... Oh, maybe not. Mine's a female too.”  George walked out of the kitchen again, holding the puppy. He was gently rubbing her under the neck. She didn’t seem to mind, so Cliff tried it with his puppy and found it had the same results.  

“Son, you’re a great friend, you’re the boy I never had. There’s almost nothing I wouldn’t do for you.”

“What do you mean, almost, isn’t the line there’s nothing I wouldn’t do for you? If you're keeping a secret, let’s have it, George.”

“Isn’t a man allowed to have a few secrets of his own?”

“Speaking of secrets, are we going to talk about what happened the other day?”

“Okay, first off, I still need you to go by the station and make a statement. In fact, after you take your puppy home, take care of it for me.”

“Yes, of course.”

“I believe they were FBI agents there to kill somebody related to an old case.”

“What old case?”

“There was a sting operation with a huge drug seizure in a cabin up the street from your cabin. It went south, and the FBI lost four of their agents. It appears they were given a tip that the same criminals were back.”

“I noticed old Scarborough's home was burnt to the ground. I also noticed the dead agents using silencers. Is that standard procedure for the FBI?”

“I’m a city sheriff! How would I know their standard operating procedures? I hope things don’t happen in threes.”

“Luckily, we are all alright, together we will handle whatever is next.”

“Of course, I'd better be going, I'm supposed to meet the movers later this afternoon.”

“Cliff, thanks for the puppy. I already have a name for her, Moriah. Oh, good luck with the movers, and go by the station.”

“That’s a good name; I’ll call mine Storm. Do you have any pointers on how to raise my dog, George?”

“Just remember she’s a dog and must learn through repetition, the same way I raised you, remember?”

“All right, I’ll leave. You only have to insult me twice.”

“You’ve improved then, Son.”  

It took only about an hour for Cliff to fill out a statement. Then he returned home to attempt a bunch more cleaning and repairs while he waited for the moving truck.

Cliff's household goods arrived later that afternoon, only three days after arriving at the cabin. The movers broke the seal and opened the doors. When the trailer doors were opened, the movers looked and then looked again. They both turned towards Cliff, their eyes and faces full of bewilderment.

Cliff realized something was up and walked to the rear of the truck, joining the open-mouthed movers. All he could do was shake his head.

“Sir, we honestly don’t know what happened. The only time we left the truck was to eat breakfast at this little diner down the road a piece.”

“I believe you, don’t worry about it.” Though he was deeply concerned, since he’s been back, they ransacked his cabin only to find one piece of paper. Then someone (The FBI) tried to kill him, and now they have done the same with this stuff.  And for what? The movers quickly brought all of Cliff's things in and placed them in the middle of the living room. Cliff knew they were worried about the shipment; he even heard one of their conversations.

“You know, Jim, if we do a good job, maybe he’ll forget about what happened to his stuff?”

“Hopefully, nothing is broken, Mike, or the blame will rest on your shoulders as the senior operator.” They both went back to work as quickly and neatly as they could. After the job was completed, Cliff assured them that nothing negative would be sent to their boss. 

Whoever went through the truck wasn’t just thieves. They waited for the opportune moment. Which means they were following the truck. They cut off the seal, and when they were done, placed another seal back on the doors.

As soon as the truck was out of sight, he ran back to hook up the computer. Cliff noticed that his container of disks was no longer with his computer or other boxes. As far as he could surmise, that’s all that was taken. 

“The only reason they would take those disks is to get a copy of the diary my father left me. Or case notes he had been compiling. Those responsible were in some way connected to his parents' disappearance. Nothing else ties in with my ransacked cabin. Not unless I’m missing something.” After about fifteen minutes, he was ready to fire up his baby. 

Cliff plugged the surge protector into the wall, then plugged the computer into it. Flipping the master control switch, he waited for the computer to boot.  There were several beeps when there should have been only one.

The screen asked for a boot disk. After putting in a boot disk he always had in an envelope taped to the side of the CPU, the computer booted and waited for him to enter his next command. He typed in A:\> C and hit the enter key. The floppy drive LED came on, and an error message was displayed on the monitor.

“No, this can’t be happening.” Extracting the four cover screws, Cliff removed the outer shell and set it to the side. 

“Just like I expected, the hard drive is gone too. I must have something important, something somebody doesn’t want me to have.

“The diary isn’t important. Just my father’s daily words of wisdom, and an outline of events. They may have known enough to remove the hard drive, but not enough to think about taking my tape backups.”

Cliff started to list what he remembered having on the computer before he shipped it. Of course, he had WordPerfect and QuickBooks, QuickBooks which he had but seldom used, due mostly to his own laziness. Six or seven games, he kept solely for relaxation. 

“Wait a minute,” his mind was racing with the information it was trying to make sense of. Of course, the scanned images of my family, the case list, and the diary. But he never put them on disk; they were only on the hard drive and tape backup. Pictures of dead people weren’t valuable unless you were either morbid or the kidnappers. 

On the other hand, his father’s book was written in German. How would anybody be able to read it? Even someone taking Deutsch would have a bit of problems, since it was written in German shorthand.”  

Unless they were German and knew shorthand. He went through his things and found that all the pictures of his parents were taken. How could he have missed that? Even after so many years, the case was not closed. More than ever, he knew the decision to come back had been the right one.

George used to say, "If you're doing something and you're fighting every step, you must be doing something right. Cliff felt that anything worth having was worth fighting for.

On a calendar in the kitchen, he wrote in the date of the architect's arrival, the date of Randy’s arrival, and a note on Saturday, the twenty-first, to drive to Arnold for a new hard drive. Tomorrow will be his first day of work at the ranger station. Mr. Boles had been very supportive and had agreed to let him work Alpine Lake and surrounding areas. Cliff was anxious to see Clyde Boles again. 
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Into The Frying Pan
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The Ranger station had three desks, of which one was empty. A stout, rather balding man looked up and over the top of his glasses from the third desk.

"Hello, you must be Clifford Harper?”

“Just call me Cliff, and you are?”

“My name is Paul, Paul Hilliard. Clyde is waiting for you in his office. Oh, he’s not in a very good mood.”

“Thanks for the warning.” That explained the loud noises coming from the adjoining office. Cliff walked up to the door, aware of a fluttery feeling in his stomach. Though it was slightly cold, he was sweating. He hated the first day of work almost as much as he hated job interviews.

He knocked firmly, waiting for a reply. First, there was the slamming of what sounded like a drawer or cabinet.

“Come in and make it snappy.” Walking through the door, Cliff was met by the cold, icy stare of an elderly but huge mountain of a man. “Cliff, you're in charge of issuing fire permits, and or revoking them upon occasion. You will also be watching the phones and handling all inquiries in the first half of the day, and Paul will handle the second half. 

“In the afternoons, you will make the rounds of camp sites and accessible hiking trails. Of course, you will be checking fire permits or anything that seems out of place. If anything or anyone looks potentially dangerous, call for backup. We are a team and will function like one. Do I make myself perfectly clear?” Clyde's stare never wavered as he spoke. 

“Yes, of course.”

“You may have any of the one empty desk you desire; you are dismissed!”

Cliff noticed a nonchalant demeanor to the ranger, but, nervous or not, he didn't appreciate the tone or the attitude. “Well, hello to you, too.”

“Do I look like a man with time for idle chit chat?” said the ranger.

“Clyde, I thought I would be watching the Alpine lake areas?”

“Listen, Mr. Harper, your job is to do what I tell you, and right now you’re going to answer phones.”

“Excuse me, but I called and talked to you about what I’m doing, and you seemed to be interested and wanted to help.”

“If you want help, go to the church and pray. God is the only one who knows what happened to your parents. If you want advice, here’s some free of charge: go back to San Francisco and let things alone.”

“I see...”

“No, you don’t! You’re still wet behind the ears with no idea what you’re going up against. After considering the ramifications, I’ve decided your best bet is to get out of here. If you value your life.”

“Just what am I up against?”

“Oh, I don’t know the CIA, or some other agency. From what I understand, you’ve been attacked once and set up to be killed another time, in only a few days. Keeping you in the office or near it might just keep everyone around you safer.

It’s out of your reach; let it lie and leave or go to work. If you stay in my office any longer, you’ll be the first one I ever fired before lunch. Just don’t forget, you’ve been sufficiently warned.” 

Cliff walked out and took the empty desk nearer to the boss’s office. He heard Clyde call somebody, and he yelled at them, slamming the phone down on the receiver. Paul watched the new ranger inquisitively. Clyde Boles had always been elusive but pleasant, but when Cliff had talked to him. Something had to be bothering the older man. Or perhaps something was eating away at him.

A couple of weeks ago, his boss seemed happy to be getting some help. Then, when he got a phone call a few days ago, everything seemed to change. Clyde was more irritable and reclusive.

He was already at work when Paul arrived at the station and was always the last to leave. Occasionally, the Chief of Police would visit. After he left, George was always more irritable. The last time he left, he heard George say, “I wish you would retire permanently.”

The first morning passed with three phone calls and twelve fire permits being issued. The second half of the day was great. Cliff talked to campers and hikers. Some even around Lake Alpine. He loved the outdoors, with all its noises
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