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“The conscientious arsonist doesn’t just light the fire, first he fills the fire extinguishers with petrol.” – Tom Holt
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Prologue
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Flames were already licking the eaves of Oldham’s Bait Shop when the first Two Harbors fire truck’s siren whined. It would take the first volunteer firemen at least another five minutes to arrive at the scene, located a mile north of the station. It would then take the firemen another two minutes to unroll hoses and spray water onto the flames. Although he was neither a mathematician, nor a chemist, the arsonist knew the intensity of the fire would double every two minutes. By the time the firefighters arrived, there would be little they could do except keep the fire from igniting the bulk propane tank in the driveway.

From the hill above, the arsonist watched as the flames crept higher and grew brighter. Windows exploded and flames burst out of the open back door. The building was already a total loss, and the volunteer firemen’s slow response would guarantee that any evidence of the crime would be consumed before the flames were doused.

Flashing blue and red lights raced out of town. The Two Harbor’s police officer responding to the 911 call arrived on the scene minutes ahead of the fire trucks. Like the cop will be able to do anything but divert the rubberneckers until the firemen arrive, the arsonist thought.

A man in a passing car stopped to snap photos of the fire as the police arrived. “Hah!” the arsonist said, “If you hang around, the cops will suspect that you’re the one who lit the fire!” 

A second car stopped, its driver stepping out with his cell phone, probably calling his buddies to report that they’d have to buy their bait elsewhere. The lone policeman parked on the road. He looked skyward at the flames now arching higher than the building’s roof. Apparently assuming there was no one to be saved, and that the use of the tiny fire extinguisher in his trunk would be useless, he took the names of the two gawkers, then shooed them away as the first fire truck appeared around the bend of the road.

The fire chief, known as Sparky to the locals, was the first person out of the truck. He took in the enormity of the conflagration and then directed the other three firemen as they pulled a small hose off a reel. It was a futile gesture, but one of the firemen directed the small stream of water into the flames where the display window had been. 

“They must feel like they were making an effort,” the arsonist whispered to himself.

The other two firemen wrestled a larger hose from the back of the truck and pulled it toward a fire hydrant while Sparky attached the other end to a fitting on the side of the truck. Moments later, as they were directing water from a three-inch hose into the front door as the second fire truck pulled into the bait shop parking lot. More sirens wailed as engines from surrounding communities responded to Sparky’s call for assistance. Firemen and trucks from the Silver Bay, Brimson, and Northstar fire departments rushed to the scene.

The arsonist watched their futile efforts with glee as the third and fourth fire trucks arrived on the scene. “The puny amount of water you’re pouring into that building won’t douse the flames. You might as well just wait for the contents to burn themselves out.”

Feeling exposed as the flames crept higher and lit the hill behind the building, the arsonist slipped over the crest behind him and walked through the woods using a flashlight to thread his way through the underbrush. A mile from the fire, he climbed into his rusty pickup parked on a deserted township road. He envisioned the chaotic scene on the other side of the hill. Pausing briefly at a stop sign to let yet another fire truck pass, he smiled as he watched the plume of dark smoke climb toward the sliver of moon in the cloudless sky.
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Chapter 1
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I’m Peter Rogers, the recreation director for Whistling Pines Senior Residence and I’m often called upon to do a variety of things outside what most people consider to be a normal recreation director’s job description. One of those duties is to monitor the rumor mill, which I do by having coffee with the residents. Another is to organize the group of residents who decorate the inside of the building for each holiday. I was accomplishing both of those functions by watching residents cutting pumpkin shapes from orange craft paper. A few residents taped paper witches riding brooms to the dining room windows. A third group assembled decorations for the entryway from gourds and corn stalks.

“Bah!” Hulda Packer exclaimed as she pushed her walker into the dining room. “Halloween is a made-up holiday, like minister’s day.”

I turned in my chair, curious about her comment. “I’ve never heard of minister’s day, Hulda. When is that celebrated?” I asked as she approached my table wearing her usual frown.

Glaring at me, Hulda said, “It’s on the first Sunday of Paracost.”

Knowing that Hulda twisted things, I tried to correct her. “Do you mean Pentecost?”

Not a person who took corrections well, Hulda squared herself, facing me. “If I’d meant Pentecost, I would’ve said, Pentecost.”

“When is Paracost?” I asked as more people stopped whatever they were doing to listen to Hulda’s answer, delivered in an outdoor voice.

Momentarily stumped, Hulda clicked her dentures while she dreamt up an answer. “Paracost means between ribs. It’s the day that God removed Adam’s rib to create Eve. You know, on the sixth day of creation. It’s always celebrated on the sixth Saturday of the sixth month.”

A titter of laughter arose as people calculated that there could never be a sixth Saturday in June. “What?” Hulda said, giving individual people her stink-eye look. “It’s like the 29th of February. It only comes around every six years.”

Trying to end the conversation before Hulda exploded in a tirade, I stood and offered her my chair. “Have a seat. I’ll get you a cup of coffee.”

I glanced at my tablemates, Mary Gilbert, Karla Telker, and Kathy Christensen, who were all displeased with the prospect of Hulda joining their quiet, sane discussion as they cut pumpkin shapes from orange construction paper. Karla looked at me and rolled her eyes before smiling and adding, “Hulda, I could get you a caramel roll to go with the coffee.”

Hulda glared at Karla. “The caramel pulls off my dentures. I’ll pass.” Pushing her walker in a wide U-turn, Hulda shoved her way past two women who were stringing a row of paper ghosts over the dining room entrance.

Kathy, who was sweet, tolerant, and a little sassy, leaned toward me as I sat down. “I understand that you’re trying to be the diplomat, but offering a chair at our table to Hulda is inhumane.”

“It’s not that bad, Kathy.”

Mary laughed. “You’re devious. You’d give her your chair, leaving us to deal with Hulda’s insanity, while you wander back to your office.”

“Karla and Hulda had both been teachers,” I countered. “They have so much in common.”

Karla leaned forward and tapped her fingertip on the table. “Hulda taught when it was acceptable to rap an unruly child’s knuckles with a wooden ruler.”

Mary added, “That was also before Hulda’s dementia.”

Our conversation was interrupted when Kerry Stone, the Two Harbors police chief, walked into the dining room. His gaze quickly went to me. He wiggled a finger, beckoning me to the lobby.

Kathy grabbed my arm, her eyes sparkling. “You’re probably going to be ticketed for your inhumane treatment of senior citizens.”

Kerry walked to the atrium outside the dining room as I weaved through tables, greeting residents while trying not to get drawn into a discussion. I met the chief standing alongside the aviary. “What’s up?”

“Did you hear about last night’s fire at Oldham’s Bait Shop?”

“I didn’t listen to the news this morning and it hasn’t been a topic of discussion in the dining room.”

Kerry smiled with the unscarred side of his face; the left side having been badly burned when he served in Iraq, it was covered with pink scar tissue and skin grafts that were frozen in place. “It’s hard to believe that the Whistling Pines rumor mill wasn’t buzzing about the arson fire.”

“Arson?”

“There were melted plastic gas cans in the store’s display area and office. It appears that the fire originated in two places.”

“How badly was the building damaged?”

“A passing semi driver said it was a total loss. The flames were licking the outside of the building when he drove past. By the time the fire department arrived, all they could do was pump water into the building and keep the bulk propane tank from exploding.”

“Wow!”

Kerry leaned close to me and lowered his voice. “We found a body in the storeroom.”

“Were you able to identify the remains?”

“Not yet. We spoke with the owner when we notified him of the fire, so we know it wasn’t Bud Oldham. He’d locked up at six o’clock, and he’s sure there wasn’t anyone inside the building then.”

“Is Bud a suspect?” I asked.

Kerry took a moment before answering. “Bud was bowling when the fire started.”

“So, he’s not a suspect.”

Kerry wrinkled his nose. “I’d say no, but there have been three other arson fires in small businesses in the past decade. All of the businesses were struggling, and all the owners had rock solid alibis.”

“Insurance fraud?”

“Talk to your local historians. They might have heard something that never made it into the police investigations.”

“You do realize that their fading memories lead them to enhance their recall of events.”

“Yes. On the other hand, you’ve got over a hundred people with decades of Two Harbors history in their brains. There are certainly enough threads of reality locked in their collective memories.”

Chuckling, I replied, “Those locks tend to be a little rusty.”

Kerry straightened up and looked toward the front entrance. “I’m trying to decide if I’ve got enough time to patrol town before the Chamber of Commerce meeting at Judy’s.”

“What Chamber of Commerce meeting?”

Kerry smiled. “The one where we plan the Halloween Festival.”

“What Halloween Festival?” I asked.

Kerry put his hand on my arm and leaned close. “The one on Halloween. I’ll see you at 10:00 o’clock.”

“I don’t know anything about a Halloween Festival meeting!” I called out to Kerry’s back as he walked to the front door.

“It’s at Judy’s. Check your email!”

After rushing back to my office while fending off people trying to ask questions about activities, or just to chat, I entered my password and opened my email. The problem with not receiving a lot of meaningful emails is that I tend to ignore whole blocks of spam and insurance offers. Two emails down in my unread mail file was a note from Meg Cochran, the Chamber of Commerce chairperson, inviting the membership to a planning meeting.

The closing line read, “Please bring ideas for activities that will attract families.”

Checking the computer clock, I saw that it was already 9:43. I briefly considered blowing off the meeting, then reconsidered. The last time I’d missed a planning meeting, Kerry volunteered me to chair the roadside trash pick-up committee. I quickly learned that my attendance was mandatory.

* * *

[image: ]


JUDY’S CAFÉ WAS HALF full when I arrived. Kerry sat at his usual spot in the back, where he could watch the crowd and front door. By the time I got past the tables filled with businesspeople, Kerry had already poured a mug of coffee for me.

“What’s your suggested activity?” he asked.

“I’m not falling for that again,” I replied as I draped my jacket over the back of the chair next to Kerry. “The last time I shared an idea ahead of the meeting, you stood up and suggested it without giving me credit.”

Kerry raised his unscarred eyebrow. “Who, me?”

“Yes, you,” I replied as I sat.

Judy, the café’s owner, appeared carrying a tray covered with slices of pie and pastries. “The apple pie just came out of the oven,” she announced, offering a choice of goodies as she passed among the tables.

Kerry took a cinnamon roll, and I chose a piece of still-steaming apple pie. After peeling off a corner of the sticky roll with a fork, Kerry smiled. “This almost makes the meeting worthwhile.”

I tried to give him a stink-eye, but it apparently looked more like I had a nervous tic. “The last time I skipped a meeting, someone volunteered me to chair a committee.”

Overhearing our conversation while passing, Meg stopped. “Kerry and I discussed what a great strategy that was to get people to attend meetings.”

“I want to propose an agenda item suggesting that people not in attendance can’t be stuck with assignments,” I said.

“Huh,” Meg said. “I don’t remember seeing that on the agenda.” She walked away before I could protest.

“Do you have any ideas?” I asked, sampling a slice of cinnamon coated apple that crunched when I bit into it.

“I think we should have a costume contest,” Kerry replied, peeling off more of his cinnamon roll.

“This being a Halloween festival, I expect a dozen people are ready to offer that suggestion.”

Meg tapped her water glass with a spoon to get everyone’s attention. Before all the conversations stopped, Kerry stood and cleared his throat. “I suggest we have a costume contest as part of the festival.”

Meg looked mildly surprised but smiled. “I’m pleased that at least one person came prepared with a suggestion. Thank you, Chief Stone.”

“That was...” I paused, unable to come up with the proper adjective.

“Inspired,” Kerry said as he settled into his chair.

“I think devious would be more appropriate,” I whispered.

Meg saw our exchange and pointed. “I just saw Peter Rogers whispering an idea to the Chief. What’s your suggestion, Peter?”

I froze like the child caught whispering in class. My mind raced. “I think we should have a pumpkin theme. I’m sure there are a dozen bakers who would submit their favorite pumpkin pie recipes for judging.”

“Excellent suggestion, Peter! We can set up tables in the park,” Meg said as she made a note. “Who would you suggest as a third judge?”

“Third judge?” I asked.

Meg nodded. “In addition to you and Chief Stone.”

Pastor Vogel, from the Svenska Gotter Church raised his hand. “My daughter Sherry will be the third judge. She knows Peter and Kerry.”

Kerry leaned close. “You’re turning red.”

“Sherry Vogel was the nude model at the art studio.”

“Yeah, I heard Pastor Vogel was making her do community service as penance for her brief experience as a nude model for the Whistling Pines art class. I suspect he has suggested pairing her with us because he feels we’re harmless.”

Meg saw us talking and pointed to me. “Did you have another suggestion, Peter?”

“No, I was just commenting on what a great judge Sherry Vogel will make.”

A male voice from somewhere near the door spoke in a stage whisper, “I’ve heard she’s quite good at providing artistic inspiration.”

Ignoring that comment, Meg accepted suggestions for a pumpkin carving contest, and separate children’s and adult costume contests.

Clifford Berggren, the owner of the auto repair center, had never said a word in any previous meeting, so everyone was amazed when he raised his hand. “I’d like to build a pumpkin cannon. If we had a couple of entrants, we could have a contest to see whose cannon shoots the farthest."

Meg hesitated. "Are you talking about a town square military cannon using gunpowder, Cliff?"

"Naw. I’ve seen a couple of designs using compressed air or propane. I’d like to make one that uses compressed air. I’ll bet something like that could shoot a pumpkin fifty yards.”

Burt Halstrom, the machine shop owner, stood up. “You’re on, Cliff. I’ll make a propane version. We can shoot them on the football field. It’s already got yardage markers to measure how far the pumpkins fly.”

“Great suggestions!” Meg said as she made notes. “A competition like that would draw a crowd.”

People started to chatter about the pumpkin cannon idea when a quiet voice said, “Can we have gambling?”

Meg shushed the crowd. “Say that again, Brandi.”

Brandi Birch, owner of the Green Acres Alpaca Farm, stood up. “I asked if we could have gambling.”

Meg looked at Kerry, who shrugged, then said, “I think charitable gambling would be okay. What did you have in mind?”

“We could use chalk to mark Owens Park into squares. I’ll bring in a couple of my alpacas, and people can bet on which square they think the alpacas will poop in. There could be first and second place. The winners would each get a share of the money collected from the bets. The profit could be given to a charity of our choice.”

“Won’t they just walk into the middle and stand over one square?” Meg asked.

“They get nervous around strangers and pace. I think they’ll move around quite a bit.”

Kerry stood, looking concerned. “I don’t want a bunch of controversy because the alpaca pies splatter in more than one square.”

Brandi shook her head. “Alpacas don’t make cow pies. Their poop is more like clumps of black beans. It’ll be pretty evident which square they’ve made their deposit in.”

Meg looked around. “Are there any other poop-related questions?” With no further discussion, Meg asked, “Does anyone else have another suggested activity?”

“Could we get someone to sell hot chocolate?” Brandi asked. “It’s cold at the end of October.”

Meg made a note. “I’ve got the names of the food truck vendors from the Pirate Festival. I’ll see if any of them are interested in selling hot beverages for a Halloween festival.”

Sparky, at the table next to us, stood up. “The firemen voted to move their annual Booya from November to the Halloween festival. We’ll set up behind the bandstand if that’s okay?”

Meg looked around the room. “It sounds good to me. Does anyone disagree?”

Kerry whispered, “What the hell is Booya?”

Sparky overheard him and explained, “Booya is a traditional Northwoods fall stew. We cook it in Oliver Holstad’s cauldron and stir it with a canoe paddle.”

Someone on the other side of us cleared his throat. “Booya is a chance for all the hunters and fishermen to clean out the frost-burned game they’ve got buried in their freezers.”

Sparky frowned. “No way! There’s a well-guarded secret Booya recipe that uses some wild game but also includes pork, vegetables, and potatoes. People come from miles around just to buy a bowl of fire department Booya. Some people even bring thermoses so they can bring Booya home to eat later.”

I looked at Kerry, who’d clenched his eyes shut. “What’s the matter?”

“Freezer burned wild game stew, cooked outside, in an open cauldron, stirred with a canoe paddle. What could go wrong with that?”

“No one will force you to eat any,” I whispered.

“I’m more concerned about how many cases of food poisoning we’ll have.”

Several chamber members were smiling and nodding as they discussed their more positive memories of Booya.

Kerry hung back as the crowd left Judy’s. Meg joined us as she packed her notes into a shoulder bag. “What’s the matter, Chief? You look concerned.”

“Something about cooking Booya in a big old pot near the alpaca pooping contest bothers me.”

“The gambling?” I asked.

Kerry shook his head. “I just have this bad feeling about alpaca poop and wild game stew.”

“I doubt Brandi would’ve suggested it if she thought it would cause any problems,” Meg said.

“And the firemen cooking up wild game stew in an open outdoor pot doesn’t scream food poisoning to you?”

“Kerry, the firemen have served Booya for as long as I can remember, and there’s never been a case of food poisoning.”

“I spent enough years in the Army to know that it’s the unexpected that bites you in the butt. The Army even has an acronym for it. SNAFU.”

“That’s an acronym?” Meg asked.

I nodded. “Situation Normal; All Fouled Up.”

Meg got a sly grin. “I bet the Army uses a different F word.”

Kerry nodded. “Usually.”

Meg looked at me, expecting a response.

“I was in the Navy. Sailors aren’t as crude as soldiers.”

Laughing, Meg replied, “Like I believe that.”
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Chapter 2
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With Halloween approaching, I considered activities to entertain my Whistling Pines residents. The obvious activity would’ve been pumpkin carving, but knives in the shaky hands of senior citizens was a showstopper. I typed up an announcement for a Jack-o-lantern painting session, then sat back, trying to envision how I’d acquire dozens of pumpkins on my limited recreation budget and what paint we’d use.

“Hi, Doc,” Brian Johnson said as he sat, uninvited, in my guest chair. “Why do bears hibernate?” When I didn’t immediately respond, he said, “Because it’s cheaper than flying to Florida.”

I groaned, which broadened Brian’s cherubic smile. “What brings you to Whistling Pines, Brian?”

“I heard that you’re arranging the town’s Halloween festival.”

“I’m afraid your source is wrong. I’m on the Chamber of Commerce, but I’m not the arranger.”

“That’s too bad. I was hoping you’d consider donating the fundraiser proceeds to the bandshell reconstruction committee.”

“The band did their own fundraising.”

“I’m afraid they’ve lost steam now that the summer concert season has passed.”

“How much are they short of their goal?”

Brian frowned, “The last I heard, they’d raised about half of what they needed. The conductor told me they’ve got enough money to cover the band shell demolition, but not construction.”

“They can make a hole in the ground, but they can’t fill it.”

“That sums it up pretty well.”

“Maybe the firemen will donate some of the Booya proceeds to the bandshell fundraiser.”

“I’m not sure, but they seem to have financial needs within the department. You know, the kind of things the city doesn’t cover in their fire department budget.”

“I can’t imagine the city doesn’t cover all their needs. It’s not like they’ll be able to buy a new fire truck with the Booya profits.”

“They’re kind of elusive whenever I’ve asked about the Booya profits. I’m always left with the feeling they’ve used the money for their Christmas party, or something.”

“I’m sure they have to reconcile the profit and use it for something more civic-minded than a fireman’s Christmas party.”

Brian’s eyes drifted to my computer. “You’re getting ready for pumpkin carving?”

“We paint pumpkins. It’s lower risk than handing out knives to little old ladies with shaky hands.” I paused. “Do you know where I could get a few dozen pumpkins for next to nothing?”

“Kyle Peterson grows pumpkins and always has hundreds left over after Halloween sales. I bet he’d make you a deal on the misshapen and puny ones. They never sell.”

I made a note.

“Are you planning to make sauerkraut, too?”

“Um, no. Why would we make sauerkraut?”

“It was just a thought. Kyle grows cabbage. He would probably make you a deal on second-quality cabbage, too.” Brian stood. “Think about the bandshell fundraiser.”

“You need to talk to Meg. She’s the chairperson.”

After taking a step toward my door, Brian turned. “What do you get when you cross a vampire with a teacher?”

“I can’t imagine.”

“Lots of blood tests.”

My groan only egged Brian on. “What do you call a zombie door-to-door salesman? A dead ringer.”

Rather than offering the encouragement of a groan, I rolled my eyes.

“You’d better write those down for your son.”

Brian left and I pulled a sheet of paper from the printer and wrote down the Halloween jokes for Jeremy. He enjoyed retelling Brian’s jokes to Kerry’s son, Jacob. Next, I did an online search for Kyle Peterson.

I was amazed when Kyle answered on the first ring. “I’m Peter Rogers, the recreation director for Whistling Pines. Brian Johnson suggested that I might be able to get a deal on a couple of dozen misshapen pumpkins to be used for senior citizen pumpkin painting.”

“Sure, just come on out and collect a bunch of them. Nobody wants the lopsided ones that won’t stand up. For that matter, any of them smaller than a bowling ball never sell either. You can have all of those that you want.”

“That’s fabulous! Where are you located?”

I wrote down the directions to Kyle’s farm and thanked him. “Say, are you thinking about pumpkin bowling? That’d be a good use for them after you paint them.”

“Wow. That’s a great suggestion. I’ll have to think about what we’d use as bowling pins. But if we’ve got the pumpkins, we’ll find something to use as pins.”

I posted the pumpkin painting notice on the bulletin board and walked to the director’s office. Nancy looked up from her desk when I knocked on her door frame. “Hi, Peter. What’s up?”

“I’m going to drive to a pumpkin farm later this week. Kyle Peterson offered free misshapen pumpkins for our pumpkin painting event.”

“Wow, that’s a creative approach to stretching your recreation budget.”

“He also suggested pumpkin bowling. I think people would really get into that, but I need something to use as bowling pins.”

Nancy’s eyes brightened. “The grocery store did turkey bowling last Christmas. They used 2-liter pop bottles as pins. It was a hoot!”

“I think the grocery store has 2-liter bottles of generic soda pop on sale this week, two for a dollar. I’ll pick up ten on my way through town.”

I was about to leave when Nancy stopped me. “Has Kerry spoken to you about the fire at the bait shop?”

“He said it was arson.”

“I think there may be an arsonist in town. This isn’t the first business to have a fire.”

“There’s certainly an arsonist who set the bait shop fire, but I doubt there’s a serial arsonist.”

Nancy leaned back in her chair. “You and Kerry aren’t from here. Tell Kerry to look back a couple of decades. I think he’ll be surprised by the number of arson fires that have been set in failing local businesses.”
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Chapter 3
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I was reading the Duluth News Tribune article about the bait shop fire when Jenny arrived at the table carrying a piece of toast and a mug of coffee.

“You’re slipping, honey,” she said as she sat down across from me.

“What?” I asked absently.

“You usually have coffee poured for me and bread in the toaster.”

“I’ve been distracted by the news about the bait shop fire.”

“Why would that distract you?”

“Nancy suggested that the fire might not be a one-time incident. I left a message for Kerry, suggesting that he check back through the department files on old fires.”

“What did he say?”

“He didn’t respond, which is unusual. He always calls back, even if it’s just to needle me about something.”

“I’m sure it’s not personal. He’s probably busy.” When I didn’t immediately respond, Jenny added, “Some people have a life.”

“Uh-huh,” I responded without registering Jenny’s comment.

“Are you and Wendy going to play something during the costume contest?”

“Play something?”

“Peter, snap out of it. Are you planning to provide music during the Halloween costume contest?”

“I suppose the city band will play something.”

“Earth calling Peter.”

I looked up. “What?”

“You posted a notice for a Whistling Pines Halloween costume contest. Are you and Wendy going to play something during the judging?”

Trying to focus on Jenny’s conversation after being engrossed in the story about the suspected arson at the bait shop, I set down the newspaper and took a deep breath. “I suppose we should do something.”

“You sang ‘Monster Mash’ last year. Everyone sang along and enjoyed it. Maybe you could try something different this year.”

After sounding like an elephant was coming down the stairs, Jeremy raced past us and grabbed a bowl, cereal, milk, and a spoon. “I need a Halloween costume,” he announced as he poured milk over his cereal.

“Did you have something in mind?” Jenny asked.

“Can I borrow your pirate costume, Dad?”

“I think it’s too big for you.”

“I could roll up the sleeves and pants.”

Discerning the real reason for the pirate costume, Jenny shook her head. “You aren’t carrying a sharp sword around the neighborhood in the dark.”

“Mom...”

“Not happening,” Jenny replied. “What else sounds interesting?”

“Jacob is wearing his hockey uniform. I suppose I could wear my baseball shirt and carry a bat and glove.”

“It’s going to be cold. You’ll have to wear the shirt over your jacket.”

“Mom, that’ll stretch it out.”

The ringing of my cell phone interrupted the costume discussion. I stepped into the kitchen and accepted the call. “Can you be in my office ten minutes from now?”

“I have to wait at the bus stop with Jeremy. I could make it in half an hour.”

“Okay. We’ll be waiting in your office.”

“We? Please tell me Meg won’t be with you.”

“Steve Zaccard is meeting me at the police station. We’ll drive over.”

“Who’s Steve Zaccard?”

“He’s the head Minnesota arson investigator.”

“Why are you bringing him to my office?”

Kerry paused. “You left a voicemail for me yesterday. Or did you forget?”

“I thought you’d discounted it.”

“Not at all. I called the state’s arson investigation office and relayed your thoughts. Steve wants to follow up with you.”

“Could we meet somewhere other than my office? It’s sometimes...busy there.”

“Peter, you just told me you didn’t want to meet at the police station. Where else would you suggest?”

“How about the VFW?”

“I think it’s a little early to start drinking for us Army people. I suppose you Navy guys say the sun is over the yardarm somewhere.”

“They’ll have a coffee pot on, and it’ll be quiet there.”

“I’ll see you there in twenty minutes or so.”

Jenny walked into the kitchen with a plate covered with crumbs in one hand and Amy on her opposite hip. “You’re meeting Kerry at the VFW?”

“The state arson investigator wants to discuss Nancy’s theory about a series of Two Harbors arson fires over the decades.”

Jenny set her plate into the sink and ran water over it. “Please be careful.”

“The VFW is pretty quiet.”

“I’m more concerned about you and Kerry digging into old arson files than I am about the morning VFW clientele.”

“What am I missing?” I asked.

“If there have really been decades of unsolved fires, there are people who don’t want anyone digging into that history. There may be people who collected insurance payments on arson fires. You and Kerry digging into those cases could make waves that could lead to arrests.”

“That’s Kerry’s problem.”

Jenny sidled up to me and pecked my cheek. “You’re so naïve.”

* * *
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IN ADDITION TO KERRY and the fire chief was a man in a blue uniform with a small badge pinned to his shirt. They were seated at the table in the farthest corner of the empty VFW. “Steve, this is Peter Rogers, who suggested that our arson fire isn’t an isolated event. Peter, this is Steve Zaccard, the captain of the Minnesota Arson Investigation Unit.”

Steve, who was tall, stocky, and had a handlebar moustache that made me think he should be in a barbershop quartet, shook my hand and smiled. “Are you as colorful as Sparky?”

I shook my head. “No one is as colorful as our fire chief.”

Sparky smiled, “I take great pride in bringing color to our town.”

Grinning made Steve’s moustache rise, somehow reminding me of the cartoon character Snidely Whiplash. “I saw the ‘no newts’ protest on the evening news.”

Sparky’s eyes sparkled. “I personally defused the protest.”

“Sparky, I saw your interview on the Twin Cities evening news. But they were protesting newts, not nude models,” Steve said.

“No one watching the news knew that, and I saved that young model’s reputation.”

I signaled Vern, the bartender, for coffee. “You didn’t save her reputation, Sparky. She was the minister’s daughter. All the protesters knew her and about her nude modeling for the art class.”

Steve leaned forward. “I’m only a couple of years away from retirement. I’d like to get on the Whistling Pines waiting list if I could join your art class.”

“They switched to male models after the protest,” I replied.

Vern arrived with the coffee pot and topped off all the cups. He stared at Steve after filling his coffee cup. “Is there a barbershop quartet missing a singer?”

Steve tilted his head back and laughed. “I don’t sing, but I do play tuba in the St. Paul Firehouse Band.”

Oh Jeez, another tuba player, I thought to myself.

Kerry looked at me. “He’s not quite as colorful as your friend Brian.”

“I didn’t say that out loud, did I?” I whispered to Kerry.
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