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Chapter 1





Gertrude gasped. “It looks like Mars!” 

Calvin raised an eyebrow. “You been to Mars, Gert? That would explain a lot.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. I know what Mars looks like because I watch television.” She raised her chin. “And this looks like Mars.”

Calvin sighed. “I suppose maybe it does. A little.”

Why did he always have to argue about every little thing? She gave him a dirty look. “Where are we?”

“This is the Badlands. It’s quite the tourist destination.” 

Gertrude looked around. “I don’t see any tourists.”

“It’s still pretty early in the day.”

She studied the landscape. “Kinda neat. On one side, prairie. On one side, Mars.”

Calvin chuckled, and she basked in the delight of making him laugh.

“We’re just nicking the outer edge of the Badlands. I’m sure it’s much more impressive if you drive through the middle of it.”

“You’ve never driven through the Badlands?”

“No. I’ve never been to South Dakota. You know that.”

She stared at the weird cliffs. It looked like a giant child had built a giant sandcastle and then a giant bully had dumped water over it. What a shame. “I wonder why it’s called the Badlands. It doesn’t look so bad. It looks beautiful.”

“I believe the Native Americans called it that because it was so hot and dry—”

She gasped. “Hot? How hot?”

He gave her a curious look. “I imagine it gets very hot. Why?”

“The cats!” she screeched. “They’ll be too hot.”

Calvin looked down at his dashboard. “Don’t worry. It’s not hot yet, and we’ll be through the area before it gets to be too much for them.”

Breath rushed out of her. “We need to get this camper parked and plugged into some electricity.”

He grunted. “I wanted to leave it parked in Union County.”

The Badlands faded behind them, and it was back to prairie on both sides. “Bye-bye, Badlands,” she said wistfully. “Calvin, we should turn around and drive straight through them. I want to see more.”

“Maybe on the way home. Right now I want to get to where we’re going.”

Fair enough. She wanted to get to where they were going too. The famous Bullock Hotel of South Dakota. Supposedly the hotel’s builder, Seth Bullock, still haunted the place. Of course, this was ridiculous. And she was going to prove it. Then the hotel would thank her, maybe even with some much-needed cash. They would be so grateful that she’d rid them of their unsavory reputation that they were sure to throw money at her. She grinned thinking about it.

“What’s so funny?”

“Huh? Nothing.” She didn’t want Calvin to know she’d been daydreaming about suitcases full of money. She didn’t want him to think she was in this business just for the fortune.

“You were smiling like a fool. What were you thinking about?”

She had to think quickly. “I was just wondering what the big deal is,” she blurted out.

“The big deal about what? The Badlands?”

“No, about Seth Bullock. Was he famous before or is he only a big deal because he’s supposedly a ghost now?”

“Oh no, he was a big deal.” There was reverence in his voice. His face took on a dreamy look. “He was one of the first settlers of Deadwood, back when it was illegal to live there—”

“What?” she cried. “Why was it illegal to live there?”

“Because it was Indian land. Stop interrupting. Anyway, he opened a hardware store and made a fortune selling shovels and picks to gold diggers. And he was the first sheriff of Deadwood. He later became a marshall. His hardware store burned down, along with the rest of Deadwood, and he built his hotel in its place. By then he was already famous for being tough as nails and a shrewd businessman. He was also the first person to plant alfalfa in South Dakota.”

Gertrude snickered.  “Alfalfa?” She didn’t know what that was, but it was a funny word, and it was funny that Calvin was so excited about it. “Why do you know all this?”

“Because I read books.”

“You wish you were alive in the Wild West, don’t you, Calvin? You would have been one of those fancy gunslingers.”

He tried to stop it, but a smile took over his face. “I simply enjoy learning about the time period.”

“Uh-huh.” Gertrude vividly remembered how excited Calvin had been about Gunslinger City. 

“Hey look!” Calvin pointed. A small critter scurried into the grass. “I think that was a prairie dog!”

Gertrude snickered. “You need to get your eyes checked. That was no dog.”

Calvin shook his head in disgust. “We’re getting closer. Why don’t you look for a campground in or near Deadwood and see if you can call for a reservation?”

“We’re not staying at a campground. We’re staying at the Bullock Hotel so I can work.”

“You are never going to get a room at the Bullock without an advance reservation.”

“So I’ll make a reservation.”

“No, I mean, you’re already too late.”

“We’ll see about that.” She woke her phone up and tried to look up the Bullock’s phone number. “Dagnabbit!” She had no signal. “The Badlands ate my cellular service.”

Calvin chuckled. “Don’t get too shook up. They never would have had a room available. I’m telling you, the place is popular.”

“Maybe so, but they’ll let me in.”

“Oh yeah? Why’s that?”

“Because I’m going to do them a huge favor.”

“What huge favor?”

“You’ll see.”
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Chapter 2





“Ohhh,” Gertrude said. “This  does look like the Wild West.”

“That’s the Marriott,” Calvin said dryly.

“Well it looks Wild Westy. Wowsa, another hotel! The poor Bullock has lots of competition.”

“Not really.”

She didn’t know what that meant, but she was too busy looking at the fancy buildings to ask for clarification. The next building disappointed, though. “That filling station isn’t very westerny.”

“No, it’s just a gas station like any other. Not everything is historical. This is the twenty-first century.”

Gertrude laughed. “Oh, Calvin, don’t be silly. In the twenty-first century we’ll all be in flying cars.”

Calvin gave her an incredulous look.

“Don’t worry. I’ll still need you. I doubt they’ll let me drive one of ’em.”

He kept studying her. “How long are you planning to be around?”

“One hundred and twenty years,” she said matter-of-factly and returned her attention to the buildings sliding by on her right. “Are we in Deadwood yet?”

“Yes. Look.” He pointed his chin ahead at a sign welcoming them to historic Main Street. A thrill ran through her. They were almost there. She appreciated these legendary hauntings. They gave her something to do between real crimes. “Whoa, what’s with all the motorcycles?”

“We’re close to Sturgis, remember?”

“The fish? What does that have to do with anything?”

Calvin chuckled. “Wild Bill Bar,” he read. “Might need to go enjoy a cold beverage there.”

All the awnings on Gertrude’s side read Deadwood Bad Lands. She found this most confusing. This area looked nothing like Mars.

“There it is.” Again his voice was full of reverence. 

Gertrude followed his eyes to a sign that read “Bullock.” She looked the building up and down. “It looks old.”

“It is old.” 

“I s’pose it’s allowed to look that way then.”

“Let’s find a campground, and then we’ll come back and visit.”

“Nonsense. You stop right now, and I’ll get a room. Then you and the cats can go camp somewhere.”

He guffawed. “Really? You’re going to let me take care of your cats without your supervision?”

“Don’t be silly. The cats take care of themselves.”

He laughed again. It seemed he was going to drive by the hotel.

“Calvin, stop!” Gertrude hollered so loudly that he jumped. 

He slammed on the brakes. “What?”

She pointed. “You need to park!”

“I can’t!” he shouted back. “The parking lot is in back, and that’s a one-way street.” 

“Oh.”

The next two streets on their left were also one-way. Gertrude was starting to hate this town. 

Finally they came to a road they were allowed to turn left on. Calvin stopped in the middle of the street and turned his blinker on. 

And then they sat there.

“Go!” she shouted when she saw an opening.

“Gertrude, I’m pulling a giant decrepit camper. I can’t go pulling out in front of people.”

“Fine.” She crossed her arms in front of her and tried to be patient. The ghost of Seth Bullock had waited this long to be disproved. He could probably stand to wait five more minutes. 

Finally, an oncoming truck stopped and let Calvin have his turn. Calvin thanked him with an enthusiastic wave, and Gertrude followed suit with a wave of her own. 

“Stop it,” Calvin said through closed teeth. “You’re going to scare them.”

“What? Why?”

“Because you’re smiling like a Stephen King clown and you’re waving like you’re trying to get your hand to fly off.”

A cute little green box rolled by them, and Gertrude giggled with delight. “Deadwood Trolley! I want to ride that.”

“The list of things you want to do keeps getting longer and longer.”

“Thank you.” She loved it when he complimented her.

He took another left, and then they were pulling into a parking lot while she gawked up at the old hotel that now sat on their left. 

He grunted. “Pretty sure we’re not supposed to be parking campers back here.” He pulled the camper in so close to the trees that the branches scraped the side of it.

“Careful!” Gertrude said. “You’ll scare Blizzard.”

“What?” Calvin turned the engine off.

“He’s been through a lot in his life. Makes him jumpy.” She grabbed her walker pouch and then practically leapt out of the cab. Then she waited impatiently for Calvin to retrieve her walker from the back. Finally, he did so, and she took off for the street. “I’ll be right back, kiddos!” she called as she went around the end of the camper. “Or at least Calvin would be. She might get so caught up in ghost debunking that she’d have to send him back alone. 

She hustled across the street and alongside the famous hotel.

“Gertrude,” Calvin called from behind. “There’s a back door!”

Oh. Whoops. Oh well, too late now. “I’m going in the front,” she called out without turning around. “Don’t want Bullock to think I’m trying to sneak up on him!”

Calvin caught up to her. “That doesn’t even make sense. You don’t think he’s real, but you’re worried about what he thinks?”
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Chapter 3





“Uh-oh.” They’d just stepped through the front door of the great Bullock Hotel, and a stairway to heaven stretched out ahead of them. 

“Don’t panic. We won’t need to climb those stairs because we won’t be able to get a room.”

“Maybe not we, but I will be able to get a room. They’re going to throw it at me.”

“That would be a neat trick.” Calvin pointed. “Turn here. We’ll ask for the room, endure the laughter, and then get back to the truck.”

Gertrude turned up her nose. “What’s with all these shiny casino machines?”

“It’s a casino.”

“I thought it was a hotel.”

“It’s both. And a bar. And a tourist trap.”

Gertrude stepped up to the desk and knocked her knuckles on the counter. “Looks old,” she said to the approaching clerk. “Is this counter original?”

The clerk glanced down at the counter, briefly, and then back up at Gertrude. “Can I help you?”

“Ask not what you can do for your country,” Gertrude said boldly. “Ask what I can do for you!”

The woman frowned. “I’m sorry?”

Gertrude cleared her throat. “I’m Gertrude.”

“Okay,” the woman said tentatively. She hesitated. “Do you have a reservation?”

“Don’t need one. I am here to do you a favor.”

Her confused look morphed into one of amusement. “Is that right?”

“Correct.” She leaned closer and lowered her voice. “You see, I’m a private investigator specializing in debunking ridiculous ghost stories.”

The woman reeled back, her eyes flicking to Calvin as if for confirmation.

He held up two empty hands and shrugged.

“Never mind him. He’s just my assistant. And he takes care of the cats.” She didn’t have to look at Calvin to know he was glaring at her.

“The point is, if you give me a room, I’ll help you out by proving that there’s no such thing as the ghost of Bullock.”

“Uh ... ma’am. We’re all booked up for the next twelve weeks, and we really don’t want you to debunk anything.”

Gertrude gasped. “I beg your pardon?”

“First of all, you can’t debunk something that’s real. And second, why would we want him debunked? He brings us thousands of visitors a year.”

“What?” Gertrude cried. “What kind of weirdo would come visit a hotel because it’s haunted?”

The woman tipped her head to the side and smiled friendlily. “You’re here, aren’t you?”

Calvin chuckled. 

Gertrude didn’t understand what was so funny, but the woman was walking away, so she would have to shout to ask her, and she opted not to. She had bigger fish to fry. She turned around and looked at Calvin. “Come on, Watson. Let’s search the place.”

“I’m not sure we’re allowed ...” He kept talking, but she stopped listening. She was too busy looking at a framed black-and-white photo on the wall. “Is that him?” she asked when Calvin caught up to her.

“Yes.”

“I have never seen a mustache like that!”

“I think it was probably fashionable at the time.”

Despite the fur coat resting on his upper lip, the man had been handsome. “What a looker!” she cried loudly, and several heads turned to stare. One of those heads, she noticed, was atop a man clad all in black. He was thick with muscle from head to toe, and he glared at her suspiciously. She could see the bulge of a handgun beneath his short-sleeved shirt. She glared back, trying to outdo his suspicion with her eyes. He did not break eye contact, so she headed his way. “Excuse me, but why are you carrying a gun?”

“Gertrude!” Calvin tried to grab her arm, but she yanked it away.

“Private security, ma’am.”

“Don’t call me ma’am. I’m not old!”

“Apologies. Private security, miss.”

She narrowed her eyes. “You think you’re a smart butt, don’t you?”

His face was impassive.

“Private security for who?”

“Why don’t you move along.” It wasn’t a question.

Calvin took her arm again. “Come on, Gert. Let’s go look for Seth.”

This time, Gertrude allowed herself to be led away, but she continued to eye the man as she went. “What kind of a person brings a bodyguard to Deadwood?”

“Rich people. Famous people. Criminals. Paranoid people. All kinds of people, I would imagine. Some might think I’m your bodyguard.”

“Hmmm.” She realized she was being led to the door. “Oh, no you don’t!” She started running, took a hard left to the stairwell, and then sprinted up the stairs.

At the third step, she stopped for a breather.

“Careful! You’ll have a heart attack!”

Two people were coming down the stairs, and Gertrude heard the word bodyguard. “Shh,” she said to Calvin.

He stepped behind her to make more room for the descenders. “I didn’t say anything.”

“No, but your breathing is loud.”

“They said there’s a VIP staying here, but they didn’t say who,” one of the descenders said.

“Who do you think it is?” the other asked.

“I don’t know.” 

They passed, and Gertrude started climbing again. “Well, that wasn’t much help,” she grumbled and then gasped for air. When she made it to the top step, she turned around and plopped down on it.

“Not going to find many ghosts this way.” Calvin slowly lowered himself to sit beside her. “How are we ever going to get back up?”

She laughed. “We’ll manage. I just need a minute.”

“I hope Seth’s not hanging out on the third floor. I’m in excellent shape for my age, but these stairs are ridiculous.”

“Yes, yes, they are.”

“I asked for four towels!” Someone down the hall hollered. 

In unison, Gertrude and Calvin leaned back and turned to look. They couldn’t see the hollerer, but they could clearly see his victim, standing in front of an open door, holding her insufficient stack of two towels. 

“I know you’re just a chambermaid, but surely someone has taught you how to count to four?”

She took a step back. “I’ll go get you two more towels—”

“Never mind!” A hand darted out of the room, snatched the towels out of her hand, and then disappeared back into the room.

“I’ll make do with not enough towels, just like I’m making do with every other shortcoming of this godforsaken fleabag motel. What a ridiculous joke this place is! You wouldn’t even be in business if it weren’t for your little haunting scam.” He hesitated for a second. “What are you waiting for? An autograph? Don’t you have some towels to wash and fold or something?”

Calvin leaned toward Gertrude, nearly pressing her into the wall. She started to scold him, but then she realized that he was making room for the clerk who had refused to give her a room. 

Said clerk was running up the stairs, seeming unaware of their presence as she hurried to her coworker’s aid. “Jennesae!” she pushed out. “Would you please go relieve Alex downstairs? I’ll be glad to help Mr. Greenlaw.” She smiled into the open doorway as Jennesae nearly ran past Gertrude and Calvin. 

Gertrude’s back was starting to complain about the awkward angle she was leaning back at, but she stuck with it. She didn’t want to miss a word. It was difficult to hear much, though, as the clerk spoke calmly and quietly. Whatever she said, it worked better than Gertrude had expected, as Mr. Greenlaw—whoever that was—stopped hollering and shut the door. He didn’t even slam it.

The woman turned and headed back toward Calvin and Gertrude, stopping when she got to them. “You two.”

Neither of them said anything. Gertrude stood up. If she was going to be scolded, she didn’t want to take it sitting down.

“Only overnight guests are allowed in this area. You are welcome to visit the casino area or maybe the bar?”

Calvin stood up too. “Actually, we’re just leaving.” He gently took Gertrude’s arm and muttered. “We don’t want the cats to get too hot.”

Was he truly concerned about the cats, or did he just want her out of there? She decided it didn’t matter because, now that he’d mentioned it, she was worried about the cats. 

“Yes. Let’s go. We’ll come back and visit later.”

“Great,” the woman said, but her voice lacked some sincerity. 

“Who was that man?” Gertrude asked.

“Justin Greenlaw.” She didn’t try to disguise her dislike.

“Why’s he such a meanieface?” 

The woman tipped her head to the side and studied Gertrude. “Justin Greenlaw. You know who that is?”

Gertrude shook her head. “Am I supposed to?”

“Fast and Fantastic?” 

She waited for Gertrude to react to that, but Gertrude had no idea what she was talking about. What was fast and fantastic? 

“United with the Amalekites?” She paused for a reaction again, but it still didn’t come. “In Love in Alaska?” She grew more incredulous as the list went on.

Gertrude grew more perplexed. “Is this some code language?”

“They’re movie titles,” Calvin said.

“Ohhh! Is he a famous movie star?”

She nodded. “Not quite as famous as he thinks he is, but yes.”

Two and two came together in Gertrude’s head. “Is he the one who brought the bodyguard?”

She nodded again. “I need to get back to work. You have a nice day.” She started down the stairs, and Gertrude followed, holding her walker out to the side with one hand as she held the railing with the other. 

“Probably could have left that at the bottom of the stairs,” Calvin said dryly.

“Could have. Didn’t want to.”

They spilled out into the sunshine. Gertrude squinted. “It is getting a little warmer out.”

“Yes, but not as bad as I feared. While we’re right here, let’s go to Saloon Number Ten.”

“What? How many saloons does this town have?”

He chuckled. “Probably more than ten, but it’s had that name since there were only a few in town. It’s where Wild Bill Hickok died. Supposedly.”

“What’s that mean? Supposedly. Either he died or he didn’t. Or is he another Deadwood ghost?”

“No, I’m not saying he supposedly died. Of course he died. Everyone does. But this saloon claims to be where he died, even though that is not true.”

“Then how can they claim it?”

He shrugged. “Not sure. They just do. But they do have the chair he was sitting in when he died.”

She sighed. She didn’t have time for this foolishness.

“Supposedly,” he added.

“Are you going to say that about everything in this town?”

“Don’t know yet. I hope not.” 

She looked up and down the street. “I really should be getting back to the cats.”

“It’s right up the street. A quick walk, we pop in, pop out, and then we go find a campground and plug into some air conditioning.”

Gertrude groaned. “Fine.” She shook her head. The things she did for her assistant.
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