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Dedication

For Jack Olson and his tractor.

One

My words from the morning shamed me. “Megan,” I’d said when my granddaughter was dragging her feet. “People are late for two reasons. Either they think their time is more valuable than the other person’s, or they don’t care about breaking their promise.” She looked at me like I was speaking Urdu. “Which one are you going to tell Mrs. Belanger when you’re late?”

That got her moving. Now, I was late to pick her up at the Amasa Summer Creative Arts Academy. I boiled up the long gravel driveway and skidded to a stop in a parking area next to Kim Belanger’s backyard, where she held the Academy. Megan and another girl sat at a picnic table in the shadow of an ancient yellow birch, their backs to me.

Kim was perched on the other side. At my approach, she folded a page corner of the book she was reading and shaded her eyes from the sun. “Seamus McCree.” She drew my name out: Shay-mus Muh-kree. “You’re the last person I ever expected to be late.”

“I’m so sorry. I got stuck behind logging trucks coming down The Grade. That’s no excuse. I should have left earlier. And I couldn’t call because the card with your phone number is sitting on my refrigerator, and I never entered it into my contacts. Can I pay you for your extra time? Come on, Pumpkin. Put away your coloring book and pencils. We need to get out of Mrs. Belanger’s hair.”

Megan looked up, surprise painting her face. “Grampa Seamus, look at my unicorn.”

She had finished the horn and was working on the mane, each lock of hair a different color. “Beautiful,” I said. “How did you become such an expert?”

Megan laughed at our joke. She adopted a solemn face, wove her torso back and forth, and deepened her voice. “Practice. Practice. Practice.” Then she giggled. “Can we wait with Valeria until her mommy comes?”

Kim said, “You know I was just busting your chops. You don’t owe me anything. But you could do me a big favor and take Valeria home. Her mother works in Iron Mountain and sometimes can’t get here until five. Problem is, I can’t wait that late today because I have to cart my own kids to the library. The Friends of the Crystal Falls Library is sponsoring a YA author they want to see.”

“I’m a little uncomfortable driving someone’s kid without her parent’s permission.”

Kim waved away my worries. “I’ve taken her before. I’d do it again, except the road’s tough on my Prius. If we could take your Subaru, I’ll go with you.” She asked if that was okay with Valeria, whose answer was a squeal of delight that she and Megan could play longer. We sent the kids in to use the bathroom before we left.

Kim handed me the coloring materials and Megan’s backpack. “I’ll be sorry when your granddaughter’s visit is up. Before Megan arrived, Valeria was pretty much the outsider. You know, everyone else grew up together. Megan bullied her way past the cliques and brought Valeria with her. Those two are besties.”

My face broke out with grandfatherly pride. “Megan is a force of nature. I was worried how to keep her entertained for an entire month while her parents are rafting down the Colorado. Your summer academy is perfect for giving her time with kids her own age. Before I forget, let me get your number into my contacts.”

Kim dialed me, allowing me to capture her information, and then she called Valeria’s mother. Her brow furrowed, and she left a message to say she was bringing Valeria to the trailer.

“Problem?” I asked.

“It’s probably nothing, but Kat—that’s what Valeria’s mother wants me to call her—usually lets me know if she’ll be late, which she hasn’t this time. And she always picks up my calls.”


Two

The kids had a whee of a time bumping and thumping down two miles of a long-abandoned logging road to get to Valeria’s trailer. Frost-heaved rocks threatened to dent a rocker panel or remove a muffler. How Kim brought a Prius in was beyond my comprehension. We drove through parklike areas of mixed mature hardwoods. As the road worsened, I slowed further and marveled at a stand of majestic hemlocks so large that, even with joined hands, the four of us couldn’t have circled their trunks.

A mile in, we crawled through a section of road gullied by past spring flows from the surrounding tamarack swamp from which the dry spell had sucked any sign of standing water. Another mile of dodging rocks the size of Gibraltar and potholes deep enough to swallow a VW Bug brought us to a spot used as a turnaround.

Valeria called, “Mister, Mama stops here.”

I pointed to the rutted tracks straight up a hill. “I can drive that. How much farther?”

Kim said, “She’s right. It’s maybe four hundred yards, but there’s no place to turn around at the trailer.”

Valeria unlocked her door. “I can get out here.”

Not on my watch. Plus, we had the minor matter of the four gallons of water Kim had brought with her. I released everyone to bathe in mosquito dope and parked the car with one side scraping encroaching tag alders to allow Valeria’s mother room if she returned while we were here. A horde of mosquitoes attracted by the car’s exhaust buzz-bombed me before I could spray. I hate bug spray smell, and if I had known I’d be tromping through the woods, I wouldn’t have worn shorts and sandals. Megan and Valeria skipped up the road. Kim and I split the water jugs and trudged after them.

The road curved past a vernal pond, then bent around a knob covered with mature popple. I smelled the woodsmoke before I saw the camp. Hidden in a dense thicket of white birch was a rusted travel trailer with an extended awning roped to the trees. A curl of blue smoke rose from a firepit with a saucepan on a grill perched on four legs. Sitting on rocks were a cast iron frying pan, a coffee pot, and a ten-quart kettle. Nearby was a stump with a hatchet embedded in it and a stack of branches lying beside it. A smaller pile of chopped wood waited, ready to burn.

The trailer looked level and had a couple of hundred-pound propane tanks covered with spider webs attached at the rear. Two card tables and four camp chairs had pride of place under the awning. Three settings of glasses with water, empty bowls, and spoons occupied one table. The other held a dish rack with various plates, silverware, and cooking utensils. Sitting in one chair was a knife, whetstone, and a maple burl partway to becoming a bull moose walking past spruce trees.

“Nana,” Valeria called. She rapid-fired several sentences of Spanish. I caught only “amiga Megan” and “señora Belanger.”

A middle-aged woman’s distant voice responded in Spanish.

“Grampa Seamus,” Megan said. “Valeria’s grandmother won’t come out while you’re here.”

Kim gave my hand a reassuring squeeze. “Megan and I will make sure Valeria is safe and meet you back at your car.”

Three

Something was bothering Kim, but I couldn’t ask because I needed to concentrate to avoid road obstacles. Once I was on pavement and no longer worried about damaging my car, I said, “Is their only source of water the containers you fill for them?”

“I know, right?” Kim glanced over her shoulder at Megan in the backseat. “When I found out Kat was using an artesian spring she found somewhere between here and Iron Mountain, I insisted she get water from my place. Each day I fill the empties Kat leaves with Valeria. Nana—Valeria’s grandmother prefers I call her that—is worried. Kat came home in the afternoon all agitated. Refused to answer why she left work early. Changed clothes and drove away. I’ve found Kat very responsible. It’s not like her to not call. I hope she wasn’t in a car accident or something.”

I sent a prayer skyward.

Kim continued,  “Why was she home early? She should have been at the motel. She works like three different jobs.”

I agreed it seemed strange. “You want to call hospitals? The police?”

Kim let loose a long sigh. “I’m just being a mom and worrying. She wouldn’t want me to contact the police. She’s a Dreamer, and she fears the authorities. Nana brought her here from Nicaragua when she was ten. Last year ICE raided Valeria’s husband’s job site. He was also working legally under DACA, but there were several illegal immigrants. ICE decided he had not reported a juvenile misdemeanor. Kat says the courts erased it from his record when he turned eighteen because he had graduated from high school and kept his nose clean. But ICE deported him anyway. The family didn’t have the money or the wherewithal to fight it. Kat paid for a coyote by borrowing from one of those paycheck lenders. Her husband got caught crossing the Mexican border and deported again. Now he does have an immigration record.

“Long story short, the lender garnished her pay. Nana caught Covid and lost her job. Despite the national moratorium, Kat’s landlord evicted them. How they ended up in that trailer, I don’t know. Kat works all the time, has a truck that’s held together with duct tape and prayer. The minister at my church is paying for Valeria to attend the academy. I can’t imagine this will end well.”

I supposed not. Given Kat was a Dreamer, Nana was obviously here illegally. Their concerns about police probably extended to any government agency. I doubted they were getting any of the assistance she and Valeria were entitled to—made harder by finding herself stuck in the U.P., where locals considered you a newcomer unless your great-grandparents were born here.

“Maybe you shouldn’t have told me, Kim. If the wrong people learn about this, the family could suffer more heartbreak.”

“I knew you’d think like that. I don’t know how I feel about this illegal immigrant thing. It’s complicated. But kids in poverty? That’s easy to understand. My dad worked hard his whole life. Even so, I sometimes wore cardboard inserts in my shoes because we didn’t have money for new ones.” She rubbed her temples. “This is so not like Kat. I have a bad feeling, and so here I am, running at the mouth.”

I suggested she try Kat’s cell again. Still no answer.

Kim was not a bleeding-heart liberal, and I didn’t think it worthwhile discussing my approach to solving the problem, which would be to put business owners who hired illegal immigrants in jail and fine them enough bucks to make it unprofitable to hire undocumented workers. And while she and I might vote for opposing candidates, she was a survivor whose instincts I trusted. My gut told me she was right to worry.

“Grampa Seamus?”

How much had Megan heard? “What, Pumpkin?”

“Can we invite Valeria for an overnight this weekend?”

“We can ask, but it might not work for them.”

“Why not?”

How to explain to an eight-year-old that people might not trust a single man to take care of two young girls? “We’ll have to talk with her mother, Pumpkin.”

“Okay. Bring me early tomorrow. You can talk to her momma, and I get more time to play with Valeria. Win-win.”

Yeah, two wins for Megan. Still, I liked her idea. Until I knew Kat was okay, I would worry about Valeria and her grandmother. Little did I know.

Four

I figure part of my grandfather responsibilities are to spoil Megan in ways that drive her parents nuts but don’t do her any harm. We dropped Kim at home and stopped at Tall Pines Grocery. Dinner would be late and having dessert first made sense. Megan did not object to this plan and ordered a double-dip blue moon cone. No longer having the metabolism of my youth, I chose a single scoop of black cherry in a cup.

I held her cone above my head. “You promise to eat all your veggies?”

Megan raised a curled pinkie. We solemnly performed a pinkie swear, and I handed her the cone. The temperature was eighty-plus in the shade, and Megan’s tongue worked hard to stay ahead of the melting ice cream.

The husband of the couple who own Tall Pines stepped outside for a breath of air. He asked Megan if she was enjoying her ice cream and received an enthusiastic “Yum.”

“Me, too,” I said. “What’s news on the Amasa grapevine?”

“You heard about the break-ins over by Cable Lake?” I had not, and he filled me in. “Someone broke into nine camps. Took a generator, ATVs, some rifles and fishing gear, and propane tanks—the twenty and hundred pounders, not the big pigs we sell.”

“I remember Sheriff Bartelle telling me a few years ago that neighbor kids are often responsible for clusters of camp break-ins. This sounds a lot more serious than that. How long has this been going on?”

“Couple of weeks. Trail cams caught two masked guys wearing night goggles—one big, the other small. Cops are holding information close to their vests, but I heard rumors of a truck towing a trailer. Maybe a side-by-side.”

“Grampa Seamus, is my tongue blue?”

It was. As were her hands from the ice cream leaking from the cone’s bottom. “Finish that up. You driving us today?”

“Grampa.” She drew out the word and rolled her eyes. “You know my feet can’t reach the pedals.” She popped the stub of the cone into her mouth and smacked her lips.

“Okay, then I’ll drive and you navigate. Now go wash up while I buy some double-A batteries for my trail cams. We’ll check them tonight. Maybe we’ll have a picture of a moose.”

“We already had moose this year. I want a bear.” Megan sprinted to the store, stopped at the door, and shouted, “And a wolf.” She wrenched the door open, sending the bell tinkling, and burst inside.

I smiled after my little whirlwind of a granddaughter. “Whenever she visits, I sleep very well at night.”

“I hear you, but if I were you, I’d have my eyes peeled. Cable Lake is no farther west of the highway than you are east.”

Five

To keep my promise to Megan that I would speak with Valeria’s mother about arranging a playdate or sleepover for the girls, we left camp the next morning earlier than usual. No logging trucks or downed trees slowed us, and we arrived at the Amasa Summer Creative Arts Academy fifteen minutes before camp drop-off started.

To keep dry in the steady rain beating a tattoo on our roof, Megan and I spent the quarter hour in the car playing a game I call, “And Then.” We alternate creating a story. One of us starts with setting and characters and ends the intro with the words “and then.” The second person picks up from there, ending their segment with “and then.” Megan delights in twisting stories beyond all recognition, such as her contribution, “and then a dragon with flames shooting from its mouth flew down to the fairy village, and then.”

I responded, “and then the fairy fire department extinguished the flames and brought the dragon to the fairy doctor who diagnosed the dragon with flamous erruptus, a hereditary disease passed on only to females who eat blue moon ice cream before dinner, and then . . .”

The fifteen minutes flew by in dragons and fairies and giggles and groans until the next camper arrived. Megan extracted a promise from me to wait and talk with Valeria’s mother. Mission accomplished, she grabbed her day pack and lunch bag, and she and her friend sprinted to the massive tent Kim had set up in the yard for rainy days and to act as a midday sunscreen. I read the latest William Kent Krueger on my Kindle, losing my place each time a vehicle pulled up to discharge a child. Ten minutes after the camp’s official start, I hopped from my car and dashed to the tent.

The kids sat in a circle and shared their morning check-in, their voices raised to hear above the rain pounding the canvas. Kim motioned me to the edge, where we had some privacy. “I called Kat Serrano,” she said. “Still no answer. I’m getting really concerned something happened to her. I don’t want to worry all weekend. Will you drive up and make sure everything is all right? I have two water jugs for them.”

Six

The steady rain became a downpour, obliterating previous vehicle tracks and transforming parts of the two-track to the Serrano trailer into a stream. The Subaru’s all-wheel drive worked like a charm, but I hit several rocks hidden by pooling water. My hope of seeing Kat’s truck at the turnaround bore no fruit. I parked my Subaru pointed toward civilization, then zipped my raincoat, pulled up its hood, and pressed into the rainstorm. When I bent into the car to retrieve the two gallons of water, my slicker hitched up and drained cold water down the seat of my pants. Dumb move, Seamus.

Footing was slick going up the hill, but despite more than an inch of rain, the vernal pond remained dry. At least this precipitation would lessen the fire hazard, and there were no mosquitoes. At the trailer clearing, I called to announce my presence. The saucepan remained on the grill above the drowned fire. They’d have no fire until the rain stopped, and even then, it would take work to start one with soaked wood. I found no evidence of breakfast dishes.

The awning sagged with collected rainfall, straining the trees holding it up. Water poured through a slit in the awning over the trailer’s steps. The force of the water running off had knocked over three empty gallon containers.

I called again. Valeria stepped out wearing a faded yellow raincoat with too-short sleeves and a broken zipper. She held the raincoat together, exposing the black bear attached to her wrist to the water dripping through the awning. Over the drumbeat on the trailer’s metal roof, she said, “Grampa Seamus, you can’t come in.”

Her use of Grampa Seamus sent a shiver down my spine. I suspected she didn’t know my last name—kids rarely knew surnames unless adults used them and they picked them up. “I’ll stay here. Did your mother get home last night?”

She swiveled her head, as though she was listening to something from inside the trailer, then spoke rapid-fire Spanish. I wished Megan were here to translate. Valeria closed the door behind her. “Nana says we have everything we need. Can you please leave?”

Her quivering bottom lip gave the lie to her brave front. I was unwilling to depart until I knew whether Kat had returned. I framed the question in a way I hoped she’d answer. “Megan’s worried about your mom and asked me to find out if she got home okay yesterday.”

Valeria heeled water off her cheeks. She looked at her feet and shook her head.

Now what? I didn’t know if Kat’s no show was unusual or a common occurrence. Despite her grandmother not wanting me here, my Good Samaritan genes kicked in. “Okay if I take your water containers and fill them for you?”

“Yes, please.” Valeria picked up the three jugs at her feet and traded them for my two filled ones. She scampered back to the relative shelter of the stoop.

Fine, smart guy, you gave yourself an excuse to come back. What do you do if Kat still hasn’t returned?

Seven

Sheriff Lon Bartelle greeted me in the tiny reception area secured from the main facility and led me down a hall smelling of disinfectant. At his office, he said, “I’m fully vaccinated, so you can remove your mask. Long time no see. What’s up?”

I ignored his offer to remove my mask since I didn’t know who else had been in his office. I passed him a memory card. “This came from my trail camera on Shank Lake Road. I heard of the break-ins on Cable Lake and thought you should see these.”

“Hey Tex,” Bartelle shouted into the hallway. “McCree’s here. Bring a card reader.”

I had met Tex, then a deputy, now a sergeant, eleven years ago. Because of a hitch in his step, I had bestowed him with the Tex nickname. Others had picked it up. He entered and plugged a card reader into the computer. “What’s up? Love the bird motif on your mask.”

Bartelle installed the memory card and a new window opened, displaying a long list of files. “Point me in the right direction?”

“The six pictures from Tuesday.”

Bartelle brought one up and whistled. “First time we’ve seen them on the east side of the highway.” He tapped on a picture showing a blurry license plate. “Bet they’re using an opaque cover to obscure the registration. Seamus, you mind accompanying Tex to check your neighbors’ places, see if anyone was broke in? Knowing which trails to take or ignore will save him a bunch of time.”

I bristled at the suggestion I required Tex’s help. “Once the rain stops, I was planning to use my daily run to loop around the lake and do exactly that.”

Bartelle crooked his arm over his head, which I knew meant he was thinking. “Normally, I’d say fine, but I want Tex to join you this time. When are you free?”

I wondered why, but figured he had reasons. “Anytime until three-fifteen when I leave to pick up my granddaughter in Amasa. Bring a four-wheeler if rules don’t allow you to borrow one of mine. Got a plat book handy? I can show you which neighbor properties I know have cameras up. Maybe you can sweet-talk them into letting you download their memory cards.”

Bartelle liked that idea and deputized me for this work. “So I don’t lose a case on chain-of-custody or some such.”

At his mention of handling things, I pumped his sanitizer dispenser and rubbed the cool gel over my hands. He was not telling me everything that was happening. Why?

Eight

My maple trees pitter-pattered the last drops from the rainstorm while Tex and I unloaded the Sheriff department’s ATV in my driveway. The sun already warmed my neck, and I enjoyed catching the earthy scent of moist woods in the shaded areas while driving the ATVs to the first trail camera. The fun stopped the moment we discovered a camera that covered a neighbor’s gate was missing. It had been there for years, and I offered to call the owners to confirm it should still be there.

“Let’s walk and see what we see. I sure wish it hadn’t rained last night. Washed away any tracks.”

Doors and windows locked. Nothing seemed to be missing from their boathouse, but I admitted I might not know everything that was supposed to be there.

Tex pointed to the grass at one corner of the boathouse. “The overhang protects that area and someone’s recently trampled the grass. Yeah, call them.”

The husband didn’t answer his cell, but I connected with the wife. She was pretty sure the camera had been up, but she’d have her husband call me. They had another camera attached to the pole with the solar panels, and yes, we had permission to look at the memory cards.

We spotted the camera high on the pole. Tex and I dragged over a picnic table and a dented fifty-five-gallon barrel that we set on the table’s top. I was taller and climbed onto the wobbly barrel and retrieved the memory card. Even though Tex steadied the barrel, I didn’t think OSHA would approve our technique.

Tex inserted the card into his reader and skipped past deer and some of the fattest raccoons I had ever seen chowing down on corn dispensed from a timed feeder. On the night in question, a false trigger at 11:37 p.m. provided three pictures of nothing. At 11:41, the camera caught two people, one big, one small, wearing night goggles.

I said, “Those goggles use infrared, right? They’d see the infrared flash of the cameras?”

Tex chewed his top lip. “If they were looking at it, maybe.” He checked the next picture. “They’ve moved to the window.”

Several false triggers followed, which we speculated meant they were walking at the periphery of the camera’s sensors. The final shots caught one of them striding away at 12:52.

I did the math. “What took them more than an hour?”

“Let me copy this card. We’ll put it back and take another look around.”

This time, Tex checked locks for evidence of tampering. He found scratches on the generator shed door lock. “What kind of generator do they have?”

“A portable they use for projects and a big one for charging the batteries that are part of their solar system.”

“Call your neighbor again. Most people keep a spare key around. I want to know if anything’s missing.”

The wife told Tex where they hid the cabin key, and that the genny shed key was hanging on a hook inside the back door. The cabin looked fine, but the entire battery bank and the smaller generator were missing from the generator shed.

I left Tex at the crime scene talking on the phone to the distraught wife and walked up the driveway to open the gate for the crime scene guys. The driveway had to be 300 yards long. No way I would want to hand-carry those batteries that distance. How did they do it?

On my way back, I found where the crooks had cut through the woods on a four-wheeler to circumvent the gate. I back-tracked the path of broken branches to the road, where tire tracks suggested they had parked a truck. They had hauled the batteries out on the ATV. I showed Tex the damage. He agreed with my analysis. He wanted to secure the crime scene and sent me with his card reader to check the other camps around the lake.

They’d stolen one more trail camera, but others had caught their activities at three camps. At the nearest neighbor’s, the truck and trailer had turned around in the yard. A camera at the second captured a blurred picture of two people walking through the woods at the road’s edge. Sneaky. At the third, the truck and trailer were parked in front of a cabin for three minutes—long enough to check the windows and doors.

I returned with the news to find Tex with another Iron County deputy taking pictures of the generator shed and surrounding area. Using the plat book, I showed Tex what I had found.

“Thanks,” Tex said. “I know you caught shots of these guys driving by your place. If they had scouted your buildings, would you have known?”

Goosebumps rose on my skin. “Not the cabin, but there’s nothing there to steal. I’m guessing they skipped me because I had a night light on in the upstairs bathroom for Megan.”

“Yeah,” Tex said, “and maybe not. Make sure nothing’s missing from your garage and generator shed. Let me know.”

“My batteries weigh two hundred pounds each. It took two muscular guys to lift them off a truck and set them in place. No one would lug those suckers through the woods up to the road.”

Tex blessed me with his you’re-a-fool-Seamus stare. “Guys motivated by drugs do stuff no rational person would consider. Besides, don’t you have an inverter, and controllers, and copper wire?”

Nine

Tex’s words worried me all the way home. He’d mentioned drugs. Did they know, or at least suspect, who these guys were? Like every rural county, we have our share of drug issues between the opioid epidemic now featuring fentanyl-laced products, meth, and heroin. Just what I wanted were strung-out addicts needing money for their next fix.

My check of the garage and genny shed proved everything was copacetic. Walking past the Subaru, I noticed the empty water jugs on the passenger seat. I scrounged two five-gallon containers from my basement and filled them too.

I left early to make sure I wasn’t late to pick up Megan again. Seamus’s Corollary to Murphy’s Law was in full force. My corollary states that if you have planned for every contingency, none of them will happen. I arrived with a half-hour to spare and opened all the car windows to catch the breeze. A distant fire brought a sniff of woodsmoke. I listened to a singing cardinal until it became background noise, then lost myself in the Krueger novel.

Megan opening the passenger door returned me to the real world. I asked if Valeria had ever gotten to camp. As I suspected, she had not. “Then let’s take the water to them.”

“And invite her for an overnight.”

“You can ask if her mom’s there, but I wouldn’t get your hopes up, Pumpkin.”

Ten

The trailer’s turnaround was devoid of vehicles. I handed Megan a one-gallon jug of water and grabbed two five-gallon containers. Megan’s burden slowed her footsteps, but not her mouth. She was full of plans for what she and Valeria could do over the weekend. Schlepping forty pounds of water in each hand, I kept up with Megan, but my arms protested by the time we reached the clearing.

Since I had been there, someone had added freshly split wood to the pile near the firepit. But there was no fire nor any signs of food preparation. Megan called and Valeria appeared from the trailer. She squealed and ran to give Megan a big hug. I set the containers down and shook out my arms. “I brought some extra water.”

It occurred to me that the kid couldn’t lift the forty pounds, and I didn’t know her grandmother’s capabilities. “Let’s find a place strong enough to support them off the ground.” I looked for anything suitable other than taking up the limited table space. “I’ll gather rocks to put under them. Where’s a good spot?”

Valeria pointed to a level area near a rope swing similar to the one I had hanging from a white pine. I gathered rocks. The kids added handfuls of pebbles to my pile—too small to help. “How about you two go get the other two water jugs from the car?”

Valeria removed the stuffed bear from her wrist and wrapped its arms around the trunk of a sapling. Magnets clicked together to hold it in place. What will they think of next? The girls sprinted down the trail. My lack of Spanish forced me to dismiss my desire to find out how the grandmother was doing. I built the two rock piles high enough to work and placed the heavy containers on them. Rickety. I used the Swiss Army knife I carried in my front pocket to carve several stakes that I pounded into the ground with the hatchet. When I tried again, the containers were level and stable. Hooray.

From behind me, I heard Valeria say, “You ask him.”

Megan responded, “No, you ask him.”

The kids appeared, supporting the gallon jugs against their stomachs.

I stayed squatted next to my completed project. “Ask me what?”

Valeria put down her water. “Is it true you’re a detective?”

“Private detective,” Megan said. “That’s what Seamus means. Momma says it’s Yiddish for a private detective.”

Valeria tilted her head. “What’s Yiddish?”

Megan placed her jug next to Valeria’s and put on the face of a college professor. “Momma says it combines German and Hebrew spoken by Jewish people. But Grampa Seamus isn’t Jewish. He’s Irish, which is close to the same thing, ’cause they sound alike, and he has a Jewish name.”

I covered my smile, then controlled my expression. “Well, not exactly. They’re spelled differently even though they sound the same. I spell my name S-e-a-m-u-s and the Yiddish word for private detective is s-h-a-m-u-s.”

Megan shrugged. “Momma says it’s because you solve mysteries for people. Valeria and I want to hire you to find her mother. I’ll use my allowance.” She misunderstood my frown. “If that’s not enough, we can both pull dandy-lions.”

Valeria nodded vigorously.

“Dandelions. Valeria, what does your nana say about your mother?”

Valeria’s mouth formed words, but none emerged. Megan rattled off some Spanish; Valeria replied, looked at me and said, “Megan says if we hire you, you can’t tell anyone things we tell you. Is that true?”

I caught myself rubbing my eyes until they hurt. I’m not a doctor or a lawyer or a priest. “Well, I don’t gossip, and I won’t repeat anything you tell me unless I must. Like if I had to tell someone something so they could find your mother.”

That triggered another Spanish conversation between the kids. Megan said, “Valeria’s worried you might talk to the police, and then ICE will deport her nana and put Valeria in prison because Texas wouldn’t give her mother a birth certificate for her. You can’t let that happen, Grampa Seamus. I promised you wouldn’t.”

My memory spit out a factoid that Texas had lost a suit about not providing birth certificates for children born of illegal immigrants. Valeria was three or four when the suit concluded, but Texas didn’t track you down and say they were sorry for your trouble and here’s your paperwork. Guardians had to apply for the documentation, and how many knew they could or how to do it? I could not imagine at their age knowing what deportation meant. What must it be like to live in fear of the government? When I was eight, my father was a sergeant in the Boston Police Department, and jail was a place I visited on take-your-child-to work day. Even as a teenager, after he died on duty, and I joined a gang and didn’t want them to catch me, I never feared the police.

“Valeria,” I looked her square in the eye. “I promise I will not talk with the police unless your nana gives me permission. Your mother has left you with your nana before?”

Valeria hoisted herself onto the swing and set it to a comforting rock. Three, maybe four, times since they had moved to this trailer, her mother had been gone for a weekend. Those times, Kat had picked up Valeria from the camp Friday afternoon and brought groceries and ice for the weekend. Without a refrigerator, they couldn’t keep food long because the ice melted. Kat had always hugged Valeria goodbye and returned before Valeria went to bed on Sunday night.

“Valeria, I know your nana is in the trailer. Will you ask her if she wants anything from the store? I have to shop anyway. If there’s something I can pick up?”

“We don’t need anything. Just Mama.” Tears streaked down her cheeks.

Megan tugged my arm. “Grampa Seamus, do we sign a contract?”

The kid knew about contracts? “Pumpkin, the laws say you have to be an adult.”

“I knew that,” she said. “We can pinkie swear.”

Eleven

I was thinking and not paying attention to the rocks in the road on the way out. My right front tire caught the edge of one and nearly jerked the steering wheel from my hand. The seatbelt snapped tight, and I instinctively threw out my arm to prevent Megan from getting hurt. She squealed from some combination of delight and fear. I was going slow enough that I didn’t lose control, but I recognized it as a precaution that I should not think and drive.

A minute later, Megan pointed to a jutting rock. “Grampa Seamus, don’t hit that.”

“I already hit my quota of rocks for the day, Pumpkin. We’re good.”

We weren’t good. The low tire pressure light glowed soon after we reached paved road. I found a level spot and pulled onto the shoulder. Megan offered me the tire gauge from the glove box. We agreed I had no use for it. The front right was fast becoming a pancake. “Ever change a tire, Pumpkin?”

We made it a team project. I showed her where to position the jack, and she ratcheted it up until it met the frame. At that point, the car’s weight was more than her muscles could handle. She stomped on the tire iron to loosen the nuts, but was too light. I loosened the nuts and jacked the car high enough for the task.

Megan untwisted the nuts and kept them in her pocket, waiting for me to remove the flat and install the donut. She threaded and tightened the nuts. We took turns lowering the car, and once it was down, I cranked the nuts tight. We stored the tools and tossed the tire into the hatch. Job completed. Now she knew how to change a tire and had the dirty clothes to prove it.

It was after five o’clock and past normal closing time for the repair place in Amasa. On my arrival, the owner and four dogs the size of buses boiled from the house. He found a slit in the sidewall and declared it dead. He could order one, but it would take at least a week. With the price of gas, I preferred the Subaru over my F-150, and had another idea to get the car roadworthy again.

Twelve

I had prayed my way home on the donut and wouldn’t risk driving the Subaru until it had new treads. The next morning, I secured the dead tire in my F-150’s bed, boosted Megan into the cab, and, with promises of a restaurant meal, pulled out before seven-thirty.

The store in Iron Mountain tried to sell me four tires because “with all-wheel drive vehicles, they should have the same wear.” I insisted I would buy one and keep it slightly under-inflated to match the other three. Suddenly, my tire was out of stock. I’d have to order it. You bet I would—from my guy in Amasa.

Megan and I chose a local restaurant for breakfast. While she scarfed down French toast loaded with a “mixed berry” syrup that was thick, sweet, and sticky, I ordered my replacement tire. It would arrive in seven to ten business days. The Iron Mountain tire dealer might be quicker, but they had lost my business forever. I next tried Kim Belanger. “Which motel did Kat work for and what did she drive? I’m going there to see what I can learn.”

Kim gave me the place’s name and told me Kat drove, “a rusted Ford Ranger, originally red, but now it has black fenders and a blue door.”

The motel belonged to a national chain. We surveyed its lot, saw nothing resembling the multicolored Ranger, and parked. We entered the lobby and detoured to the hand sanitizer stand inside the door. Megan bathed her hands in the stuff. I used one squirt to minimize the rotten garbage stench from its denatured ethanol. Didn’t help.

Megan delighted in tapping the bell—only a fairy could hear her first try. She nailed it the second time. Its ding brought a harried woman running from the office, tucking a loose hair behind her ear, and arranging her face into a smile. “Do you have a reservation?” Her hand hovered above a slotted rack with pages poking out like porcupine quills.

“Looking for information on one of your employees. Kat Serrano? I understand she works in housekeeping.”

She froze like she was playing the game “Mother May I” and did not have permission to move. “I’m sorry, sir, we can’t provide information about our employees.”

I gave her my friendliest smile. “My granddaughter, Megan, is best friends with Kat’s daughter. She and Kat’s mother begged us to ask you if Kat left here on time on Thursday, because she never made it home.” That wasn’t accurate on several accounts, but the clerk didn’t need to know we already knew Kat had arrived home early, left, and then disappeared.

Management had schooled her well. “I’m sorry, sir, but I’m not allowed—”

“Actually, although we’re friends, I am asking as a deputy of the Iron County Sheriff’s department.” I pulled my shield from my pocket and allowed her a good look. “I’m trying to do this with minimal fuss. You know, no one wants an embarrassing explanation written up in official records.”

Her flush suggested she could imagine several embarrassing explanations. “If you’ll leave your name and number, maybe the bosses will call you back?”

Leaving my information did not strike me as my finest plan. “I can make it easy on you and call them.” What a kind person I am to offer.

“Oh, I don’t think the Crenshaws would want me to give out their numbers.”

“Understood.” I memorized the name Crenshaw and squatted to Megan’s level. “Shake the lady’s hand and thank her for her time.”

“Momma says we’re not supposed to shake hands because it spreads germs.”

“She’s right. Mind if we use the restrooms before we leave?” I tilted my head to show I was asking for my ever-so-smart granddaughter.

“No problem. Turn right at the elevators.”

I snagged Megan’s hand and led her past the elevators, peeked back at the receptionist, and saw she had returned to the office. “Come on, Pumpkin,” I whispered. “Let’s hurry upstairs.”

She slammed on her brakes. “The bathrooms are here.” She pointed to the marked restrooms.

I put my finger to my lips and whispered, “We’re being detectives and need to be quiet and fast.” That did not seem to register. I added, “It’s what you hired me to do.”

Magic words. In a silent flash, we were down the hall and into the stairwell with the door closed behind us. The motel had three floors. I figured we’d start at the top.

Thirteen

A housekeeping trolley stood outside an open door four rooms from the stairwell. The whoosh of a vacuum suggested the housekeeper might be close to finishing that room. She—I had met only a few male housekeepers and those only in the fanciest hotels—probably had a certain number of rooms to finish in a fixed time. If we waited by her cart, we could talk and minimize interrupting her work.

I told Megan we would ask about Valeria’s mom and hope we found someone who worked with her Thursday to learn what happened that day. The vacuum cleaner silenced after a death rattle. The housekeeper, a thirtyish Hispanic, wheeled the beast into the hallway.

“Excuse me. We’re trying to find Kat Serrano. Her daughter is—”

“No English.” She said and turned away from us.

Megan ran in front of her, blocking her way into the room. “Por favor, señora,” which I understood, followed by a bubbling stream of words. The woman smiled at my granddaughter and replied in a flood of Spanish. They conversed for a minute, ending with Megan saying, “Muchas gracias, señora,” and giving the woman a little curtsy.

Megan clued me in. “She knows Mrs. Serrano, but she wasn’t working on Thursday, but Gretchen was.” She pointed toward the trolley at the other end of the floor.

We found a ropey white woman dumping bedsheets onto the carpet outside a room. From down the hall I called, “Excuse me, are you Gretchen? Can we talk a minute about Kat Serrano?”

She kicked the sheets to the wall, crossed her arms over her chest. The sleeves of her uniform top rose, exposing blue butterfly tats. “Who wants to know?”

“I’m Seamus McCree and—”

“My best friend is Valeria, who is Mrs. Serrano’s daughter. She left after coming home early on Thursday, and she’s missing, and everyone’s worried sick for her, and Valeria and I hired my Grampa Seamus to help us find her, and he drove us here to talk to people who worked with Mrs. Serrano, but he doesn’t speak Spanish, but I do, and I talked to Juanita and she said you were working here with her on Thursday.”

Megan ran out of breath. Gretchen’s wide smile showed gaps from missing teeth. “Girl, you talk faster than a used car salesman. I gotta keep working, but you can come in. Your Grampa Seamus needs to stay where he’s at.” She looked me up and down. “Safety. Door will be open. I’ll mute the TV. He can listen. You help me dust. Deal?” She held out a duster.

Megan scrunched her face. “Is this a trick to get me to do your work?”

Gretchen’s laugh was deep and changed into a coughing fit. Her face grew red, and I worried she would hack up a lung. Eventually, she regained control. “No trick. They pay me to work, and you’re slowing me down.” She shook the duster at Megan. “I heard a lot of names, but not yours.”

“Megan Nelson McCree.” She accepted the duster and followed Gretchen into the room.

I leaned against the door frame and listened to the two-way interrogation as Megan and Gretchen traded questions. Gretchen knew of Valeria because Kat often showed pictures of her daughter. Thursday, Gretchen and Kat had started at opposite ends of the floor. Some time before lunch break, the boss lady came and taped shut one room in Kat’s half. Kat seemed upset at lunch, but wouldn’t talk. Then mid-afternoon, Kat apologized to Gretchen for sticking her with extra work, but she had to leave early. They hadn’t been full, and Kat was such a nice lady, Gretchen didn’t mind cleaning a few extra rooms. That was the last Gretchen saw her.

Gretchen’s questions of Megan elicited information I didn’t know: my granddaughter wanted to become an astrophysicist and discover where black matter went. How she learned of black matter was a mystery I’d explore on our ride home.

The two of them returned and stored their dusters in the trolley. Gretchen unwound the cord for the vacuum. I hurried my questions before she turned the beast on. “Did Kat have any close friends? Boyfriend?”

“Not that I saw. What with working three jobs, that girl didn’t even have time to join me and Juanita and the others for any fun. But she dances at the Silver Fox. You know the place?”

“I’ve driven by it. Never been in.”

“You don’t want to go in by yourself? You could buy me a drink after my shift. But not with your little chaperone. They got a pole and nude lap dances. I hear there’s private rooms, but I don’t know how private.”

“And you think Kat?”

“All she said was she hated working there. I got to get at it, honey.” She plugged the vacuum cord into the wall socket.

“Thanks, Gretchen. Do you know what her third job was?”

“Kat joked once that she got to dress up instead of down. Kinda like it was super hush-hush?” She bent down to Megan. “I hope you find your friend’s momma, sweetie.” The vacuum’s whoosh meant I’d have to find my own answers to my remaining questions about Kat’s third gig.
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