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Some of the Folks in Keeler Creek

 

Like a Shakespearean play, the residents of Keeler Creek wear many hats and play several roles in our little three-day drama.  Here’s a list of the performers:

 

Clyde (Griz) Haney: married to Harriet, cook/owner of the KC Café, ex-mill worker

Harriet (Honey Bear) Haney: married to Clyde, she actually runs the KC Café

Jimmy Fulk: married to Alice, retired, but still owns Jimmy’s Chevron, on geezers tug team

Alice Fulk: married to Jimmy, retired teacher, in bake-off

Gary Fulk: Son of Jimmy & Alice, married to Melinda, runs Jimmy’s Chevron, plays with The Ospreys, on merchant’s tug team

Melinda Fulk: married to Gary, bank teller, wants to run away with Stu Greene, in bake-off

Jeremiah Fulk: son of Gary & Melinda, student, on high school tug team

Leo Fulk: son of Gary & Melinda, student, plays with The Misunderstoods

Andrew Rodgers: married to Vicki, retired mill worker, on geezers tug team

Vicki Rodgers: married to Andrew, in bake-off

Ralph Rodgers: son of Andrew & Vicki, married to Jamie, log truck driver, plays with The Ospreys

Jamie Rodgers: married to Ralph, runs the flower shop

Kirk Rodgers: son of Ralph & Jamie, student, plays with The Misunderstoods

Richard Prattler: married to Pam, retired mill worker, on geezers tug team

Pam Prattler: married to Richard, in bake-off

Adam Pink: Single, quiet, retired mill worker, on geezers tug team

Liz Cramer: widow of Brad (he was on geezers tug team until his untimely demise), in bake-off

Douglas Scott: married to Sarah, author, festival judge

Sarah Scott: married to Douglas, agent for Dayton Realty and “Pursy the Clown” (PT)

Stu (Stuart) Greene: married to Maddie, Manager of Acorn Market, wants to run away with Melinda Fulk

Maddie (Madison) Greene: married to Stu, Twin Pines call center supervisor, on call center tug team, in bake-off

Patti Greene: daughter of Stu & Maddie, student, singer for The Misunderstoods

Eric Peters: married to Lisa, coach and history teacher at Keeler Creek High (Bobcat Pride!), ex-minor leaguer, plays with The Ospreys, on call center tug team

Lisa Peters-Kulach: married to Eric, English, teacher at KC High

Wendy (Peters) Gibson: daughter of Eric & Wendy, married to A. J. Gibson, dabbles in crafts

A. J. Gibson: originally from Salem, owns Gibson Insurance, on merchant’s tug team

Huck Liggett: married to Pam, interviewer at call center (laid off from mill), on geezers tug team

Mary Liggett: married to Huck, interviewer at call center, in bake-off

Babs (Barbara) Fitzgerald: daughter of Huck & Mary, married to Nathan, salesperson for KC Clarion newspaper, also interviewer at call center, on call center tug team, in bake-off

Fitzy (Nathan) Fitzgerald: married to Babs, Editor/Owner of KC Clarion newspaper, plays with The Ospreys, on merchant’s tug team

Cory Fitzgerald: son of Fitzy & Babs, clerk at Acorn Market

Sean Fitzgerald: son of Fitzy & Babs, student, plays with The Misunderstoods

Sam Dayton: married to Abby, co-owner of Dayton Realty, on merchant’s tug team

Abby Dayton: married to Sam, co-owner of Dayton Realty, on merchant’s tug team

Archie McStay: married to Laura, farmer, legend, played football for the Packers, on geezers tug team

Laura McStay: married to Archie, farmer and ex-librarian, in bake-off

Dr. Marvin Foster: married to Flo, Mayor of Keeler Creek, veterinarian at Critter Care Clinic, festival judge

Florence (Flo) Foster: married to Marvin (was married to Dave Beamer), vet assistant at Critter Care Clinic

Hannah Foster: daughter of Marvin & Flo, single, interviewer at call center, on call center tug team

Ryan Foster: son of Marvin & Flo, single, student, plays with The Misunderstoods

Dave Beamer: divorced from Flo, runs Creekside Inn, pothead, plays with Dennis Beamer Project

Dennis Beamer: son of Dave & Flo, college student, also pothead, plays with Dennis Beamer Project

Reginald Van Dyke: married to Vivian, bank manager, Keeler Creek Savings

Vivian Van Dyke: married to Reginald, cashier at Acorn Market, on merchant’s tug team

Jackson Van Dyke: son of Reg and Vivian, student, plays with The Misunderstoods

Shelby Totino: single, beautician, on merchant’s tug team

Lucy Westin: divorced, runs Right-Turn Espresso outside her home, pursued by Norman Chambers and Don Ramos

Beverly Quackenbush: daughter of Lucy, gone years ago on a bender somewhere, could be in rehab

SaraLee Quackenbush: granddaughter of Lucy (though she thinks Lucy is her mom), student, also works at Right-Turn Espresso, and singer for The Misunderstoods

Esther Chambers: widow, retired teacher

Norman Chambers: son of Esther, owner of Mr. Fix-it-Now repair shop, pursuing Lucy

Don Ramos: divorced from Heather, manager at Dollar Stretcher, also pursuing Lucy, plays with The Ospreys

Heather Ramos: divorced from Don, head of Keeler Creek Chamber of Commerce, Visitors Center & Economic Development, festival judge

Carl Ramos, son of Don & Heather, unemployed, plays drums (kind of) and smokes with Dennis Beamer Project

Sid Brodie: single, ex-con, not from around here, still up to no good

Zack Tanner: Sid’s roommate, innocent, plays with a deck of 51

Casey DeKronk: married to Olivia, runs liquor store, volunteer with Phlatt County Fire & Rescue, anchor of F&R tug team

Olivia DeKronk: married to Casey, interviewer at call center, on call center tug team

Chad Parr: chief of Phlatt County Fire & Rescue, on F&R tug team

Bernie Kazim: volunteer with Phlatt County Fire & Rescue, on F&R tug team

Justin Mitchell: EMT with Phlatt County Fire & Rescue, on F&R tug team

Mac Mackenzie: volunteer with Phlatt County Fire & Rescue, on F&R tug team

Bill Zeller: volunteer with Phlatt County Fire & Rescue, on F&R tug team

Brian Bentley: Sheriff of Phlatt County

Sandi Reymer: single, works at Creekside Inn and interviewer at call center, on call center tug team

Joseph Fletcher: student, on high school tug team

Jacob Wheeler: student, on high school tug team

Joshua Stewart: student, on high school tug team

Luke Loudmer: student, on high school tug team

Tara Richardson: divorced, call center evening supervisor

Balzar: a lonely Roosevelt elk who wants to mate with Gozar

Frommer: Balzar’s rival

Gozar: pursued by both Balzar and Frommer  

Aum: Balzar’s sister

 

 

 


Friday Morning

6:45 a.m.

This time it was not a butterfly flapping its wings over the Amazon, but Clyde Haney dropping a spatula.

Clyde had been doing that a lot lately.  Not just dropping things, but also being forgetful and clumsy—showing his age.  He hated it every time something like this happened, and it was happening more often.  Each time he took it as a sign that the end was near.  Still, he chose to ignore it every time because there were no serious consequences.

Not so today.  

In his previous position as a millworker, he had embraced job safety and was always careful around the dangerous equipment in the mill.  When the mill closed in 2008 and he and his wife Harriet took over the KC Café, he brought his heightened awareness of danger with him and was always careful using knives, the meat cutter, and all the other kitchen equipment.

So it was inexplicable that Clyde would turn on the grill before getting out the eggs, bread, bacon, and sausage for the breakfast rush.  Like every other day, he opened a can of sausage gravy mix and took the pancake batter he’d mixed up the day before from the fridge while Harriet opened the safe, set up the cash register, turned on the juice machine and the dining room lights, and then started the coffee.

When Clyde got out the eggs, he set them down on the counter next to the grill.  Given he’d just recently celebrated his 67th birthday, he wasn’t as steady as he had been years ago, so he attempted to balance himself by putting his hand on the grill.  It was hot—not completely 375 degrees hot, but hot enough to make him jump back and scream loud enough to wake half the town.

“Yeeeeooowwww!  Criminy, what the—”

Harriet came running.  “Dear, what’s wrong?  Oh, no!”

She quickly assessed the situation and grabbed his unburned hand, dragging him over to the sink.  “Here, under here.”  She turned on the water, adjusting it until a cool stream covered his burn.  “Stay here and hold it under there for five minutes.”

Because they had been married for so long, he did as he was told.

“How did you burn yourself?” she scolded.

“I don’t know.”  He shook his head.  “I don’t even remember turning the grill on.”  He looked at her hard.  “Harriet, I think—”

“Shhh,” she shushed.  “Be quiet and relax while I get the first aid kit.”

Even since the sawmill closed (thanks to the “Great Recession,” which was anything but great), the Haneys had been running Keeler Creek’s nerve center: breakfast, lunch, and all the gossip you care to hear, six days a week (closed Sundays) except for two weeks in November (one week for elk season and the other for a true vacation in some national park somewhere warmer).  They were just one of many families grasping at straws back then, taking on any work they could find.  Jobs in Keeler Creek were scarce until the call center came in, and when that happened, many families had a female breadwinner for the first time, since telephone work was considered “women’s work.”

Not having kids, the Haneys had more money in the bank than most, and Harriet came into a small inheritance when her mom passed, so when the previous owners of the café defaulted, they bought it at a discount and took over without causing too much disruption to the continuity of Keeler Creek.  They felt lucky then.  The town felt grateful.

After a few minutes, Harriet came back with the first aid kit and tended to his injury with salve and gauze.  “Are you gonna be OK?” she asked.

“Yeah.  I can cook one-handed well enough today.”

She looked at him and frowned.  “Maybe this is a sign,” she said.  “The sign.”

Clyde bit his lip.  “I’m ’fraid so.  Go see the Daytons.  It’s time.”

 

7:24 a.m.

Jimmy Fulk, Andrew Rodgers, Richard Prattler, and Adam Pink were the very definition of “regular regulars” at the café.  It was always the same: corner table, everyone arriving from 7:24 to 7:29, coffee awaiting.  Harriet took orders from Adam and Jimmy, as they liked to mix it up; Richard always had the same thing (one egg, whole wheat toast, 2 strips of crisp bacon), and Andrew was just coffee, black, having already eaten breakfast at home before coming here.

Known collectively (and fondly) as “The Geezers,” they were an impressive group for a bunch of old farts.  Physical work does that to a body, and they’d all stayed in shape since retiring a few years back.  The café breakfast meetup was just the start of their daily routine, which included a three-mile walk around town (weather permitting) and something competitive in the afternoon, like golf or pickleball.

They’d been together since grade school.  They were the nucleus of the last Keeler Creek High School basketball team (Bobcat Pride!) to make the state semi-finals, and once out of school, everyone got a job at the sawmill except Jimmy, who went to work at—and then inherited—his father’s service station.  

When the mill closed, they feared “the pinch” like everyone else, but scrambled to survive.  Richard and Adam caught on to a new Home Depot opening in Salem, their extensive knowledge of lumber and all things mechanical making them sure-thing hires.  Andrew drove a log truck for a while—when his hemorrhoids got worse, he had a hemorrhoidectomy, and once healed, went to work for the call center until taking retirement.

Business at Jimmy’s Chevron station actually improved, as the need to keep the townsfolk’s current transportation up and running became imperative.  He even hired a couple more mechanics to manage the workload.  His son Gary managed the station now, though Jimmy retained ownership for fear Gary would run it into the ground.

Gary was way more into his music than pumping gas, which made him the “musically gifted deadbeat son of mine” in Jimmy’s eyes.  Gary’s group, The Ospreys (an Eagles tribute band), often practiced in the station at night when business was slower, much to Jimmy’s displeasure.  “It drives away business, and you can’t afford to lose business,” Jimmy would yell to deaf ears.

Both the good news and bad news about living in a small town is everyone knows your name, and everyone knows your business, and all of this was old news to everyone in Keeler Creek.  But what The Geezers were better known for was “the streak”—their string of consecutive “Tug-of-War” championships stretching from the 1973 to 1985 festivals.  The only reason they continued to participate in the contest was to ensure everyone remembered their previous prowess, even though it’d been years since they won a round, let alone the whole enchilada.

“Thirteen years in a row,” Jimmy said as he wolfed down a pecan waffle.

“Which is now in jeopardy of being tied,” Richard barked, “by the Fire & Rescue boys.  We’ve been living on borrowed time for the last three years since there’s been no festival, and consequentially, no competition.  They’ve been stuck at 12 in a row since 2020.”

Jimmy snapped back, “Yeah, well, if they win, it won’t count.  Won’t be consecutive.”

“Oh, they’ll win, and it will count.  It couldn’t be consecutive, and you know why.”

Andrew wagged a fork at the rest.  “We could have done ‘The Days’ during Covid.  Didn’t need to shut everything down like that.”

“Brad would argue differently,” Richard said, “if he were alive to do it.”

Adam just sat there, shaking his head.

“What?” Andrew snapped as he turned to face him.

Richard continued, “Come on, there’s no way the rest of the town would have made it through the pandemic if things ran like normal.”

“Well, we’re back to normal now,” Jimmy said, though with his mouth full, it sounded like “Weh wuh buk to noml no.”

“Almost,” Andrew said.  “Keeler Creek Days is only one day now.  No car show, either.”

“That’s the way it is everywhere.  Everyone’s having fewer car shows all the time.”

“It’s a rich man’s event,” said Richard.

“Old rich man’s event,” Jimmy corrected.  “And a lot of the old men are now dead men.  Getting harder to find parts, too.”

Andrew stood up.  “You mean for the cars or the guys?”  While everyone at the table let out a chuckle, he asked, “Anyone need more coffee?”

Adam nodded, and Andrew went back to the walk-thru and grabbed the pot as if he worked there.  It was something the old owners tolerated, and the Haneys had no desire to end the practice, especially now since it was just the two of them running the place.

“Anyone else need a fill?” Andrew asked the rest of the café.  Looking around and seeing no hands in the air, he returned the pot to the galley just in time to run into Harriet.

“Has Clyde been out to talk to you guys?” she asked.

“No, haven’t seen him since we got here.  What’s up?”

“I’d better let him tell you.”

“Tell me what?”

“He’s out.  He burned his hand this morning.  Looks awful.”

“He’s not gonna be on the team?”

“I’m afraid not.”

“Well, shit.  We got a streak to maintain.”

 

7:58 a.m.

The café was getting crowded as more of the regulars arrived.  Douglas Scott always got there just before 8:00, took a booth and a pot of coffee, and set up his laptop to work until noon.  He felt the only way he could work effectively was to treat the café like an office, so he tried to be punctual and kept interruptions to a minimum.

That plan would be shot to hell today because he had a string of meetings with the festival committee as they prepared for tomorrow’s Keeler Creek Days.  As this year’s chairman and head judge, he found himself more like chief cook and bottle washer.  He was near exhaustion doing everything for everyone, experiencing that inverse relationship between inspiration and application, as those with the loudest opinion on how things should run always had the least amount of time to implement those suggestions.

His routine was disturbed even before the meetings.  As soon as he sat down, even before he could pour himself his first cup of coffee, both Richard and Adam were on either side of him.  “Perfesser, we need a sixth man,” Richard said.  “We’re short one.”

“Geez, fellas, let a guy get some caffeine into him first, huh?  OK, what happened?  Who finked out?”

Richard frowned.  “Clyde went and burned himself.  He’s out.”

Douglas thought for a moment.  “Does it really matter who you get?”

Adam laughed while Richard replied, “No, we don’t have a chance.  That’s not the point.  We just wanted to keep the streak alive.  It’s our 50th anniversary since the first win.”

“Get one of your wives to tug, since it doesn’t matter,” Douglas offered.

“They’re all too busy with the bake-off,” Richard said.  “As if they’d do it.  Besides, that would put us in the coed category.”

Douglas shook his head and said, “No, it wouldn’t.  Coed must be at least 50% female.  One out of six won’t cut it.  Just pull with five.  Or use a wounded Clyde.  Won’t matter.”

Richard pointed at Douglas.  “You could pull again.  In memory of your dad.  Like you did once.”

“Hey, I’m no jock, remember?”

“I remember.  Like I said, we don’t have a chance.”

 

8:02 a.m.

Balzar stood on a small hill and gazed across the meadow.  He could see most of the other Roosevelt elk herd from his lofty position, everyone busy grazing at the grasses and occasional wildflowers that still populated the field.  He had eaten his share long before this, and even though he was full, he kept his head down with only the occasional glance over at the comely cow Gozar.

But he spotted Frommer also looking her way, and this caused him to let out an audible glunk.  Frommer was his chief rival for Gozar, and while it was too early for rutting, he knew he’d need every advantage he could get if he was to take Paladin’s place as head elk and enjoy the spoils of the harem.  He could feel his testosterone levels beginning to rise and knew it was only a matter of time.

Paladin had been dead for less than a week, and already there was a twitter among the cows speculating who would be their next suitor.  Balzar’s sister Aum kept him abreast of the latest gossip, and the word was Frommer was the overwhelming favorite since he’d been bulking up ever since spring in anticipation of this very occurrence.  By now, he was at least a hundred pounds heavier than Balzar.  Balzar ate as much as he could, but couldn’t seem to match Frommer, and he carefully avoided any pre-rut sparring with any of the other bulls for fear of injury—or of being found lacking.

“What you need is a gimmick,” his sister Aum had said yesterday.  “Do something BOLD, get everyone’s attention, don’t just seek the leadership—LEAD!”  

But what could he possibly do?

 

8:07 a.m.

They still referred to him as “The Perfesser,” even though it had been years since Douglas taught at Willamette University.  His father started the name-calling practice—not as a show of support or affection but as a reminder of how much Frank disapproved of his son’s decision to run off to college.  Douglas still dressed professorially, though—button-down shirt, crisp slacks, Hush Puppies loafers.  He’d add one of those sportcoats with the suede patches on the elbows in fall and winter.

His father and Brad Cramer were the other two on that infamous record-holding six-man tug-of-war team.  Frank and Brad, like almost all the guys in town back then, worked at the sawmill right out of high school.  By the time Douglas was eighteen and ready to graduate, there were signs of a weakening lumber industry.  Even if it was thriving, which it wasn’t, he had no desire to follow in his father’s footsteps.  Still, his decision to go off to school was unpopular.

“I’d much rather work with my brain than my body,” he had said defiantly over and over to his parents.  His mom said they understood, but even as he continued to rack up honors and degrees and then a prominent position at Willamette U in the English department, the understanding never came.  It wasn’t until the mill closed that Frank, unable to find suitable work, asked him for help.  Only then was his ambition and success recognized.

He and his wife, Sarah, did what they could.  When they came from Salem (where they met in school) to visit his folks, Sarah fell in love with the rhythms of his hometown.  So they moved back, buying Frank’s house just before the bank got it.  They lived with his parents, Douglas making the easy commute to Salem to support everyone financially, with Sarah keeping house and his parents company.

Then Frank started his rapid decline into depression, alcoholism, and finally, the shocking suicide.  His mother, already despondent, followed four months later with a broken heart and a stroke.  The only decent thing to come of it was Douglas’s seminal work, Mill Days: A Memoir, his best-selling novel loosely based on his family’s downturn and the angst felt by other folks in a town vaguely like Keeler Creek.

His success as a writer established, he continued to teach while still writing on the side in hopes of another best-seller.  He wrote the beautiful-but-poor-selling semi-autographical tome, The Wildflowers of Phlatt County, and would have been stuck at the university even now if not for the drunken challenge by a colleague that only women could write dynamic and sexy romance novels.

He wrote his first bodice-ripper, The Objects of My Desire, in just five weeks.  His agent directed him to the folks at Frisky House Publishing, who snapped it up and demanded more.  Now, he’d written thirty-three books in both “romantic” and “steamy/erotic” categories under his pen names Rose Silkworth and Dee Flowers, and no one in town was the wiser.

He was currently under a deadline for another steamer with the working title Dinner and More with Andre and had contemplated working on it today in the café.  He knew writing time later this weekend would be brief since he was on this year’s judging panel for all the events of Keeler Creek Days—the tug-of-war, the bake-off, and the Battle of the Bands.  Thank goodness there was no car show, and it was only one day.

 

8:25 a.m.

Sid Brodie scraped off the burned parts of his toast.  Damn toaster never worked right; it would either burn or barely toast.  Of course, he’d been distracted once he pushed the lever down a second time, forgetting to pull it until he could smell the scorched bread and see smoke rise.

The distraction was his roommate, Zack Tanner, who was enthusiastically thumbing his phone.  Again.  Sid had never succumbed to the desire to be connected to friends and family via the Internet.  For one thing, he couldn’t afford it.  For another, he had no friends save for Zack, and his family had disowned him years ago.  And guys said Wi-Fi reception in the Oregon State Correctional Institution was lousy.

Thanks to a misguided car-jacking adventure, he’d already made one visit there and wanted to avoid another.  Since he got out, he’d landed a crummy job flipping burgers at the Salem BurgerLand.  Lousy pay, horrible hours, and the heat and smell made him nauseous—but it was a job.  Zack, his roommate, worked there, too.  Best of all, he’d driven almost all thoughts of criminal activity from his brain ever since his release six months ago.  

Almost.

Sid came to understand that freedom was great, but doing it while abstaining criminally didn’t come cheap.  BurgerLand only provided enough for a minimum-wage lifestyle, certainly not the life Sid desired.  So he still participated in larceny, just more carefully.  

Now it was the small stuff—electronics, phones, and jewelry.  He made sure that every item in BurgerLand’s “Lost & Found” was “claimed.”  He constantly scanned parks and other public gatherings for items casually dropped, set down, or just “forgotten” in the backseats of easy-to-open cars.  His fence in town, “Mel the Shark,” was grateful for whatever he came up with, shipping the goods to Portland, Seattle, and even California, depending on quantity and quality.  Sid considered enlisting his roommate to boost the haul but was hesitant for a lot of reasons.

Zack was a dozen years Sid’s junior and probably sixty IQ points behind as well.  Sid suspected Zack was mildly autistic but really couldn’t tell.  A high school dropout, he’d been at BurgerLand ever since leaving school, having no desire for advancement.  Zack was always happily obediently doing what he was told—and that was about it.  

His supervisors caught on to this quick enough and made sure he worked in positions where thinking was not a requirement.  Because Zack seemed to be ignorant about everything including his own limitations, this was sometimes a challenge, but once they took Sid as a “charity case,” it seemed the two had some special bond where Sid’s continual supervision kept Zack out of trouble.

Sid didn’t mind.  He was concerned about leading someone like Zack into illicit activity, though.  Even though Zack seemed like the sweetest kid, Sid sometimes wondered if Zack had a firm grasp on the difference between right and wrong.  Hell, sometimes he wondered if he could tell right from left.

Something else that bothered him was Zack’s tendency to read with his lips, usually out loud.  This included the perusal of his social media accounts, and it was a shout from Zack that caused the toast disturbance.

“Hey, check this out—Keeler Creek Days returns on Saturday.”

Sid stopped scraping his toast.  “Wait, what?”

“Huh?”

“I said, what did you say?”

“Oh, just reading this thing here about Keeler Creek Days.  Y’know, my uncle used to live there.”

“Yeah?  I didn’t know that.  I used to live there, too, though that was a long time ago.  Who’s your uncle?”

“Uncle Jerry, but he doesn’t live there anymore.  I just thought—”

Sid grabbed the phone from Zack.  “Lemme see that.”

Maybe because it was Zack’s phone, and the device was pre-programmed to cause the user to read aloud whatever was on the screen when activated, but Sid read, “This Saturday—hey, that’s tomorrow—tug-of-war, food booths, arts and crafts, bake-off, and the Battle of the Bands.”  He drifted in thought for a moment, then turned to Zack.  “We used to go to this when I was a kid.  The fam.”

Zack lit up.  “We’re not working tomorrow.  We could go, if it’s a cool thing.  I mean, bands and all.”

Sid didn’t respond but drifted off in thought again.

“Didja wanna go, Sid?”

“Zack, when you visited your uncle there, do you remember if he kept his doors locked?”

“What?  No, I don’t think so.  What’s that got to do with the bands?”

“What I remember about Keeler Creek Days is that everyone, and I mean everyone in town went.  They held it in the park near the school.  There was one year when I was 15 or 16 and I didn’t want to go.  It pissed off Mom and Dad, but I didn’t want to be seen with them, so I walked downtown and didn’t see a soul.  They closed all the shops and stores except for the market and the service station.  I mean, it was Deadsville, man.  I could’ve walked into anyone’s house without them knowing.  OK, I did it a couple times.  Stole some cigs, which reminds me—do we have any left?”

“No.  You smoked the last one last night on break.”

“Damn.  Well.”  Sid drummed his fingers on the kitchen table.  “When do we have to be at work today?”

“We’re working 3:30 to close.”

“And we don’t work again until Sunday, right?”

“Right.”

“How would you like to go to Keeler Creek tomorrow?”

“Cool.  We gonna listen to the bands?”

“Nope.  We’re going shopping.”

“You said they close all the stores.”

“I hope they do.  C’mon, we’ve got work to do.”

 

8:30 a.m.

Douglas only got a few minutes of work done before his 8:30 meeting, and even that wasn’t really work, just checking email and a quick perusal of social media.  If he was still online, he might have posted: IMHO, this final meeting of the Event Committee isn’t necessary.  He knew that everything that had to be done was done, scheduled to be done, or couldn’t be changed.

He was sure Mayor Foster felt the same way.   Dr. Marvin Foster was a busy man with a busy veterinarian practice and had only agreed to run for mayor back in 2004 because no one else completed the paperwork.  And since no one had bothered since then, he continued as mayor, though the actual carrying out of whatever duties befell that office were handled by others, most often by his wife, Florence.  Flo was also his assistant at the Critter Care Clinic, making her far busier than he was.  And Nathan “Fitzy” Fitzgerald, the editor of the KC Clarion, had no need for the meeting.  His role—publicity—was long over now.

No, the meeting was mainly to pacify Heather Ramos, who ran the Keeler Creek Chamber of Commerce/Visitors Center & Economic Development office.  Heather was a worrywart par excellence.  Douglas was returning her calls, emails, and texts several times every day with answers to the same questions, over and over.  She’d ask, Did you check?  Are you sure? about the smallest details, and nothing he could say other than “Go check it/call them yourself” could get her off his back, and only for a little while.

The mayor was late to the meeting, as usual, and Heather insisted on waiting until he arrived to start.  That irritated both Douglas and Fitzy, who had better things to do.  Once the mayor arrived, he insisted on ordering breakfast, since “I’ve been on a house call since six this morning.”

“And you’ll never guess where I was,” he added, smirking as he sipped his coffee.

Heather started, “Do we need to—”

“The McStay place.”

“Archie’s farm?” Fitzy asked.  “Had to be Laura or one of the hands who called.”

“Nope.  The old linebacker himself.”

Archie McStay was once Keeler Creek’s most famous celebrity.  A high school all-star, he started all four years as a middle linebacker for Oregon State during some of their woeful losing seasons in the seventies, and while the team was horrible, Archie made the Pac-8 first team and drew the attention of pro scouts.  Drafted by the Packers, he played sparingly over six seasons and was traded to Dallas but was cut before the season started.  He went north and played seven years for Winnipeg in the CFL and was a minor celebrity there, then gave up the game in ’92 and hightailed it back to Oregon.  He and his wife bought 40 acres outside of town, planted hops on most of it, and raised their own veggies on the rest, with some pigs and chickens thrown in for good measure.

Once he came home, the town tried to cash in on his notoriety, but Archie was having none of it.  He became a recluse, never venturing to town for anything.  Laura came in to do the shopping, or he’d have one of the hired hands do it.  Doc Foster always made house calls, as it was the nature of his business, so it was natural that they summoned him.

“But did you actually see him?  Or did he hide up in the rafters of the barn?” Fitzy asked.

“Not only saw him, but talked to him,” the vet said.  “It was almost as if he was making up for lost time.  I spent 20 minutes looking at the pigs and over an hour listening to him!  He says he’s tired of being locked down now that the pandemic is over.  Can you believe that?”

“He’s been in lockdown long before Covid hit,” Douglas said.  “Gotta be some other reason.”

“I wonder what the old goat looks like now?” Fitzy wondered aloud.

“Like he could take out a quarterback with two guards on him,” Marvin offered.  “He looked great.”

“Can we please get on with this?” Heather moaned.  “We only have one day to go.”

“Relax,” Douglas said.  “It’s all taken care of.  Fitzy, the big ad runs in today’s paper, right?”

“Right,” Fitzy said, “And there’s an accompanying story on page one, too.”

“What about other advertising?” Heather squealed.  “People my age don’t read newspapers anymore.”

Douglas let the insult pass since he was the oldest of the four and Heather the youngest, and yet there was less than a decade covering all their ages.  “You’ll be happy to know we’re all over social media.  There are targeted Facebook ads, a YouTube video of previous ‘Days,’ and the high school marketing club even did a TikTok video and set up a #keelercreekdays hashtag.”

“But I heard registrations are down from previous years.”

The mayor was unmoved.  “I think there are several reasons for that.  One, this is more of a go-to event than a participatory thing.  People like to see, not do.  And the mix of events is different, too.”

“No car show,” Douglas added.

“No, no car show,” he replied, “but the bake-off has 22 entries as of yesterday, which is as many as we’ve had in the past, and there are four groups signed up for the Battle of the Bands, which I think is great for a new event.”

“And don’t forget all the other stuff,” Fitzy added.  “The library’s used book sale, a bunch of food booths, the arts and crafts show, face-painting for the kids with Pursy the Clown—I’ll bet Sarah’s looking forward to that, huh, Douglas?”

“Sure is.”

“I know the whole town’ll be there,” the mayor puffed.  “Lots to see and do, and people are just itching to get out and be normal.”

“And who can blame anyone for not wanting to sign up for the tug-of-war as long as the Fire & Rescue boys are there?”  Douglas looked at Heather’s worried face.  “We got a few teams, and I heard there’s a group from Spruce coming over tomorrow, so that will make—uh—four, once Jimmy’s group finds a replacement for Clyde.”  The others gave him the same worried look.  “Burned his hand this morning.  Don’t worry, I’ll pull for them if I need to,” he lied.

“What about this new coed division for the tug-of-war?” Heather asked.

“There are two teams so far,” Douglas said.  He looked to his left and saw Richard and Adam getting up from their table.  “And if you’d excuse me for a moment.”

He went over to where The Geezers had held forth and said, “Listen.  You guys said you needed a sixth man, right?”

They all nodded in unison.

“Boy, do I ever have a proposal for you.”

 

8:59 a.m.

It was not unusual to see Sam and Abby Dayton drive up Main Street, one right behind the other, he in his black suit matching his black 2022 Chrysler 300, she in her bright blue 2020 Subaru Forester in an almost-matching blue skirt-suit.  It would have been more unusual to see both of them in the same car.

As Sam explained it, real estate agents needed to have transportation ready at a moment’s notice.  How would it look if a client wanted to see a charming three-bedroom, two-bath Craftsman and your wife had the car showing a 4/3 ranch on the other side of the county?  So they always drove to work “together” in separate cars and parked them next to one another in the lot adjacent to their Dayton Realty building on Church Street.  They did this despite the downturn in their business.

Business had been slow ever since the pandemic hit.  Their bread and butter was selling existing homes and the occasional farm.  There’d been no new homes built in the area for more than a decade, and they couldn’t remember the last time they sold a business venture.  Empty storefronts, yes, but nothing up and running.

Which might explain their excitement at seeing Harriet Haney waiting for them at the door.

Sam got out of his car first and reached out to shake Harriet’s hand, but she wasn’t paying attention.  Even as she heard them approach, she continued to look down at the sidewalk in front of the door.  Abby skipped by both of them and got to the door first, unlocking it, and then ushering Harriet in.

“Have a seat,” Sam said once they all were inside.  “I’d offer you some coffee, but we’ve yet to make any, obviously.”  He let out a little laugh at his own joke.

Harriet mumbled, “No thanks,” to his offer and sat, contemplating the carpet.

Abby pulled up a chair next to her.  “What can we do for you, Harriet?”

“You deal with commercial real estate, right?” Harriet asked, still keeping her head down, not looking at either agent.

“Sure, we do all kinds here,” Sam said.  “You’re not thinking of selling the café, are you?”

“Well, yes.  Yes, we are.  Clyde is.  The thing is, Clyde burned his hand this morning, and now thinks it’s time to sell.  I don’t know, but I guess he’s right.  We’re no spring chickens anymore and it might be time for someone else to have fun running the café.  But I don’t know what we’ll do for money.”

Abby shot Sam a look.  They could sympathize.  There was no real “normal” in real estate, just the usual ups and downs.  With interest rates on the rise, their outlook was for more downs.  Selling the KC Café would be a plum, and the Daytons needed some plums—and soon.

“Is this firm?” Abby asked.  “If so, I’m sure we could find a willing buyer.”

Even before Harriet could respond, Abby was imagining the café and the pictures she’d want to take to show it off.  She’d let Sam worry about the financials, but she was certain they’d be able to throw together a package to show any new buyer what a great opportunity the café would be.  Those numbers would be important because she couldn’t think of anyone in town that had the capital to buy the café—or the desire.  No, it would have to be someone from outside the area, willing to make an investment and move to Keeler Creek.

“Yes, I think we’re ready,” Harriet said, finally looking up at Abby.  “I know he’s ready, and if he is, then I can be, too.”

“We can put a packet together for you and drop it off later today,” Sam said.  “You and Clyde can look it over—then we can talk numbers tomorrow.”

“That soon?” Harriet said.

Abby sat back, horrified.  “Not tomorrow!”

“Oh, yeah, I forgot,” Sam said.  “It’s been so long it hardly seems real.”

“We haven’t had a festival in three years, is all.”

Harriet stood to leave, but stopped and turned to Abby.  “I hear you’ve entered the tug-of-war competition.  Good for you.”

Abby blushed.  “Well, the coed division.  Some of the downtown merchants.  It might be fun.”  Her smile faded.  “That’s if we have anyone to pull against.  Last I knew, we were the only coed team signed up.”

 

9:02 a.m.

The Twin Pines Research Call Center on the east end of town was now officially the largest building in Keeler Creek.  The old mill held that distinction until some hotshot out-of-town developer razed it two years ago.  They had big plans but little cash in hand, and when interest rates went up, they went elsewhere.

They hastily put up a Quonset hut for the call center just to get things off the ground, so desperate was the need for jobs back then, and the economic grant the town was awarded kept things afloat until they built a larger and more permanent, yet equally dreadful building.  Hannah Foster cared little about the size of the place or the fact that it was ugly and barren—it was like a second home.

Her mother, Flo, had encouraged her to apply as a phone interviewer the day after she graduated from high school six years ago.  Everyone in school said she had a lovely voice, and she had no other prospects, nor a boyfriend to spend any of her free time with, so she said, “What the heck” and surprised herself by not only getting the job but loving it.  She was a natural and could convince the most skeptical respondent to “Hang on, we’re almost through” until the survey was complete.  Her stats were impressive, and although they prodded her more than once to move up the ranks and become a call center supervisor, she declined each time to remain on the phones.

Maddie Greene had no such problem when they asked her to take on a supervisor role.  Maddie hated rejection, and although she was as 
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