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“What color do you want?”  

“Don’t try to manipulate me, young man,” Calvin grumbled.

Gertrude elbowed Calvin in the side and gave him a scolding look.

“What?” Calvin said defensively. “Everyone knows they ask about color to try to get you emotionally involved in the sale. I hate being sold to.”

“Calvin,” Gertrude said, “he’s a salesman. That’s his job.”

The salesperson’s eyes flitted back and forth between the two senior citizens before him. He looked unsure of himself. 

Calvin looked at the young man. “Fine. I like gray.”

They were standing in front of a long row of Ford F-150 pickups. None of them were gray. The salesman—his nametag read Todd—fingered his collar. It was hot out to be wearing a collared shirt. Gertrude was wearing a short-sleeved, short-legged romper. It was red and white plaid with small pictures of Mickey Mouse scattered all over it. 

“We could certainly find you a gray one, sir,” Todd tried. 

“Well, can I get a discount on black, since you don’t have gray?” Calvin asked.

It was a Wednesday afternoon in late July, and it was hotter than a hoochie coochie. Hot and humid. Calvin believed that this was the best time to go car shopping: on a Wednesday, just before closing time, at the end of the month, when the weather was unpleasant. 

“Sure,” Todd said. “Let’s go into the air-conditioned office and talk about it.”

Calvin looked at Gertrude and smirked. She was simultaneously irritated with him and proud of him. Calvin followed Todd, and Gertrude followed Calvin into the spacious car dealership. 

Todd tapped some keys while looking at his computer screen. It annoyed Gertrude that the monitor was facing away from her. What was he looking at? And why couldn’t she see it? “What you got there, Todd?” she asked.

“We do have one that matches what you’re looking for in ruby red—”

“No,” Calvin said firmly. “Too flashy. My insurance would go through the roof. I want black.”

“We do have one in black, but that has the leather seats, and you said you didn’t want leather.”

“Oh, Calvin!” Gertrude cried. “Can we please? The leather seats have butt warmers!”

“How can you be thinking about heated seats in this weather?” Calvin asked.

“We’re in Maine, Calvin. Winter is always just around the corner.”

“Fine,” Calvin relented. “But can I not pay for the leather seats, as I don’t want them?”

“Uh, no, sir. I’m afraid I can’t do that.”

“Well, what can you do?” 

Calvin haggled with Todd until nearly seven o’clock and managed to get the price lowered a smidge. As Calvin signed on the dotted lines, Todd looked near tears, but Todd perked up when Calvin said he wanted to skip the final detailing. “It’s a new car. How dirty can it be?”

And so, at twenty minutes past seven, Gertrude wrestled her walker into the backseat of a brand-new crew cab. “Careful!” Calvin barked. “Don’t scratch anything!”

As she climbed into the front, Calvin fiddled with dials and knobs, seeing which things did what. “This thing is like a spaceship,” he muttered. He turned on the air conditioning. 

Gertrude turned on the passenger side butt warmer. 

Then Calvin pulled his new ten-day plates out onto the main drag of Mattawooptock. Gertrude couldn’t believe how high up she felt. It’s like riding in the clouds.

“Calvin,” she began.

“Yes?”

“Are you rich?”

He guffawed. “No, I am not rich. I just worked hard all my life and managed my money responsibly.”

She looked around the cavernous new vehicle. “Well, this is mighty impressive. I don’t think I’ve ever been in a buggy this nice. Should we go show Andrea?” Andrea was the newest addition to their unofficial detective agency. 

“I’m not really in the mood for socializing.”

“You’re never in the mood for socializing.”

“Neither are you,” Calvin said.

“True.” They rode silently toward their trailer park home until Gertrude heard sirens coming from behind. “Pull over!” she commanded.

“What? Why?” Calvin said, without pulling over.

“There’s a cop behind us. Can’t you hear that? Were you speeding?”

“Of course I wasn’t speeding.” He pulled his new truck onto the shoulder. A Somerset County Sheriff’s Department car whizzed by with siren blaring and lights flashing. 

“Follow him!” Gertrude cried.

“Gertrude, no.”

“Yes! Maybe someone’s been murdered!”

As he eased the truck back onto the road, he said, “Gertrude, do you lie awake nights just hoping someone gets killed?”

“Of course not. But if someone has been killed, it is my duty …” She stopped herself. “It is our duty to help catch the murderer!”

“I don’t think anyone’s been murdered, Gertrude. Deputy Hale’s probably just trying to get home before his Chinese takeout gets cold.”

“I do wish Mattawooptock had a Chinese joint that delivered, and I’m not Hale’s biggest fan, but I don’t think he would use the siren for that. Here comes another one!” Another cop car pulled out in front of them and headed in the same direction Hale had gone.

“That is curious,” Calvin admitted.

“Come on! Let’s go check it out.”

Calvin drove by the entrance to their trailer park and on toward the site of the action. Two cop cars and an ambulance were parked in front of 99 Kennebec Street—a large-for-Mattawooptock apartment complex that stood right on the bank of the river. The three-story brick building was only twelve years old and looked quite modern nestled among its older neighbors. A large sign out front read, “Coming soon: Vacationland condos! Call 207-555-3938.”

“Condos!” Calvin scoffed. “Who would buy a condo in Mattawooptock?”

“Someone who didn’t want to pay rent?” Gertrude guessed.

“Let’s go check it out,” Calvin said, shutting off the engine. “But be discreet.”

“I’m always discreet, Calvin.”

Hale met them at the door. He was coming out just as they were trying to get in. “Oh no,” he said, holding up both hands. “Absolutely not.”

“We have information about the case,” Gertrude said.

Hale stared at her. “What?”

“Let us in, and we’ll tell you.”

“No. Tell me now, or I’ll put you in handcuffs.”

Gertrude crossed her arms. “Quid pro quote,” she said.

“What?”

“Quid pro quote,” she repeated. “You tell me what you know, and we’ll tell you about what we know.”

Hale looked at Calvin. “Take her home before I arrest her.”

“Come on, Gertrude,” Calvin said, gently taking her by the arm.

“No!” Gertrude cried, but allowed Calvin to lead her away. When they were out of earshot, Gertrude said, “Well, we know there’s a case.”

“Yes, it does appear there is a case, and the expression is quid pro quo.”

Gertrude looked up at him. “That doesn’t even make sense. What’s a quo?”
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Gertrude didn’t have the newspaper delivered. But the couple who lived next door, in trailer number five, did. Gertrude had explained to them that she collected newspapers, and so they let her have theirs when they were finished with it.  

On Thursday morning, she waited anxiously at her kitchen window, scratching Nor’easter behind her ears, waiting for her neighbors to throw their paper onto their steps. Rain jumped up beside Nor’easter on the counter, apparently jealous of Gertrude’s affection, and began to purr. “Oh, Rain,” Gertrude cooed, “you never want me to love you unless I’m loving someone else.”

Finally, the neighbor’s door cracked open, and the paper dropped out. Gertrude was off. In record time, she and her walker toddled next door, grabbed the paper, returned to her trailer, and reclined in her only living room chair—though she couldn’t recline all the way, as there was a ping-pong table wedged behind her chair. Sunshine jumped into her lap and curled into a ball. “Might get too hot for snuggles today, Sunny,” Gertrude muttered.

She didn’t even have to open the paper. The story had made the front page. There had been a brutal murder at 99 Kennebec Street. “I knew it,” she exclaimed loudly. Sunshine opened one eye and looked at her, but then closed it again. 

As she read the article, she became more and more frustrated that she hadn’t been allowed to view the crime scene. “So many clues have probably been missed,” she said to no one. The article didn’t provide much information. Thirty-two-year-old Bethany Simon had been found dead in her apartment. She had been struck with a hammer. Police were asking anyone with any information to come forward. Gertrude chuckled sardonically. “I had information, and he wouldn’t hear it,” she said, even though she really hadn’t had any information at all.

Her cell rang, startling her. It was Calvin, asking if she had the paper yet. Yes, he’d seen it on the morning news, and no, the paper didn’t have any more relevant details. “Want to take a ride over there?” Gertrude asked. “I don’t think Hale will still be hanging around.”

“No, but I bet the crime scene tape is.”

“So? We just tear it down.”

“I’ve got a better idea. Want to go for a ride to Jackson?”

“Jackson?” Gertrude cried in surprise. First of all, Calvin never asked her to go anywhere. It was always the other way around. Second of all, Jackson was way up north. “That’s at least an hour and a half drive! We’ll practically be in Canada!”

“It is a haul,” Calvin admitted, “but I have a good reason to go.”

“Has someone been killed in Jackson?”

“Oh, Gertrude, will you let it go? Nobody has been killed. I received an invitation from Gunslinger City.”

“Gunslinger City? What in tarnation is that?”

“It was an amusement park. Now I’m not sure what it is.”

“An amusement park?” Gertrude was skeptical. “In Jackson? All that’s in Jackson is moose!”

“Lots of moose, lots of snowmobiles, and one old amusement park. We used to take Melissa there when she was young. She loved it. I thought it had closed down, but I’ve just received a letter asking for a contribution to help renovate the place.”

“They wrote you to ask you for money?”

“They did.”

“And you’re considering it?” Gertrude couldn’t believe her ears. She didn’t consider Calvin to be particularly generous. 

“I am considering it. It was a really neat place. Good old-fashioned fun for kids and families. So, you want to go?”

“Sure. When are we leaving?” 

“I’ll be there in a few minutes.”

“Hang on. I’m still in my housecoat.” She hung up the phone and heaved herself out of the chair. She’d taken two steps when the phone rang again. She couldn’t remember ever getting two phone calls in the same day.

“Hello?”

It was Andrea. “Did you hear the news?”

“I did. We were there, but ole Deputy Hale wouldn’t let us near the good stuff.”

“The good stuff?”

“Yes. You know. The clues. The weapon. The body.”

“Gertrude, sometimes you scare me. So, are we going to investigate?”

“Of course. But right now I’ve got to get some britches on because Calvin and I are going to Jackson.”

“Jackson!? Why?”

“I don’t know. Some fun-park for kids who like guns. Want to come along?”

Andrea didn’t answer for a few seconds, but then said, “Oh sure. Why not.”
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“Why did you invite Andrea?” Calvin asked for the third time. 

“What do you have against Andrea?”

“Nothing. But isn’t it a little strange to bring her along? Why would she even want to go?”

Gertrude shrugged. “I don’t know, but I’m sweating like a stuck pig. Can we stop at McDonald’s and get some milkshakes? I have a coupon.”

“Gertrude, I don’t think that’s how the expression goes … you know what? Never mind. No, we cannot go to McDonald’s because there is absolutely no eating in the new truck.”

“It wouldn’t be eating, Calvin. It would be drinking.”

“Still no.”

Gertrude sighed and reached down to turn off the butt warmer.

“You going to give Andrea the front seat?” Calvin asked.

“No way.”

Andrea climbed into the back without complaint. “Wow, nice vehicle, Calvin!”

“Thank you,” Calvin and Gertrude said in unison.

“So, what is this place, Calvin?” Andrea asked. “A park where the NRA recruits youngsters?”

“What? What are you talking about?”

“I don’t know. Gertrude tried to explain—”

“It was … or is … an amusement park for kids and families. The park is set up like a street in the Wild West. There’s a saloon, a blacksmith, a bank, a general store, a sheriff’s office, even a church.”

“Interesting how he thinks of the saloon first and the church last,” Gertrude said.

“And they had actors there who would perform these skits.” Calvin was visibly excited, and the more he talked, the faster the words came out. “Shoot-outs right in the street. Lawmen chasing bank robbers through the crowds. Women dressed up in fancy gowns—”

“Are you sure you went to this place for your kid?” Gertrude asked.

Calvin looked at her. “Of course. What do you mean?”

“Well, it sounds like you’re the one who had fun there.”

“Everyone had fun there, Gertrude. You’ll see. You could go into the store and buy things in bulk, just like the old days. Or you could buy candy for a penny. Beautiful horses up and down the street—”

“They let you ride horses?” Gertrude asked, her interest finally piqued.

“Well, no, I don’t think so. People were riding them, but I think it was just the actors.”

“Oh,” Gertrude said. 

“But, Calvin,” Andrea said, “you said it was an amusement park. Doesn’t an amusement park, by definition, have to have rides and stuff?”

“I don’t know,” Calvin said tersely. “Maybe it’s a theme park, technically.”

“Technically,” Andrea said, “a theme park also has rides.”

“Well, you could ride in the stagecoach. Or in a wagon. I’m telling you, it’s a great place. I’m not going to argue about it, and I don’t need to defend it.”

An hour later, they learned that there was plenty to defend. Their first clue was the dusty, empty parking lot. “Well, it’s a weekday, so business is slow,” Calvin said. 

All they could see from the parking lot was a giant yellow wall—several hundred feet long and at least two stories high. There were no windows, and only one entrance. A giant sign read “Gunslinger City.” The first “n” was missing. “Goo-slinger,” Gertrude said, barely keeping the cackle out of her voice. 

They slowly slid out of the shiny, new truck. “This buggy is certainly high up off the ground,” Gertrude said with a grunt.

“It will serve us well if we ever have to chase a suspect on back roads,” Calvin said.

Gertrude looked at him in surprise. “You’ve never willingly chased a suspect!”

“I’ve never had a four-wheel drive truck!” Calvin said as he walked toward the entrance.

Gertrude had never seen him in such good cheer. It was as if years had been shaved off him. She looked at Andrea and shrugged as if to say, “Might as well follow the old nut.”

A bell sounded over the door when Calvin opened it. They were immediately greeted by a young man in complete western garb: a long-sleeved shirt (there was no air conditioning, and it was stifling hot in the lobby); a bandana around his neck; and a gun holstered at his side. “Welcome to Gunslinger City!” he cried with excessive exuberance. “My name is Wyatt.”

“Howdy!” Calvin cried in delight. “Mr. Earp!”

The man’s smile flickered, but then returned to full strength, giving a distinct impression of falsity. “No sir, my name is Wyatt Toothaker. It’s my real name.”

Andrea chortled. “Well, you’re in the right line of work.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Wyatt said. “I grew up here.” He spread out his arms. “My parents built this place, and so they named me accordingly.”

“Ah! So you’re the one who wrote me the letter? I’m Calvin Crow.”

“I am!” Wyatt said, taking a step closer to Calvin and extending his hand. “I sent out letters to people who received our newsletter back in the glory days.” He pumped Calvin’s hand up and down. “We are working very hard to return to that glory. I think it’s more important than ever to offer families good, clean fun.”

“Your location could use some work,” Andrea said.

Wyatt’s fake smile held on. “Yes, ma’am, but I can’t really control that. We do get some traffic, from those going to and from Canada, and we’d sure like it a bunch if they’d stop in here a little more often.”

There was an awkward pause. Calvin filled it. “So in your letter, you offered a tour?”

“I did! I did! Right this way, my friends.” Wyatt headed toward a door on the other side of the room. 

“The old city sounds mighty quiet today,” Calvin said.

Gertrude noticed a giant fake spider web suspended from the ceiling in the corner of the room. In the middle of it sat an obviously fake, but still menacing-looking spider. It seemed to be sneering at her. She sneered back.

Wyatt opened the door for them, and they stepped through the door of a time machine, one that instantly transported them into a dilapidated ghost town. Calvin gasped.

Gertrude scowled. What on earth? They were in the Wild West all right. The empty Wild West.

“Where are all the people?” Calvin asked.

“Well, we’ve had to cut back. I’m assuming you mean the actors?”

Calvin nodded. 

“Yeah, we haven’t had them for a few years now. We just couldn’t afford to keep them on.”

Calvin stared at him. “But they were the whole point.” He looked around the empty city. “I mean, what do kids do now?”

“Well, they like to get their pictures taken in the stockades,” Wyatt said, crossing the street toward the city center. A small wooden structure offered two head holes and four corresponding hand holes. Wyatt pointed at it with what appeared to be an attempt at pride.

“Parents let their kids put their heads in that thing?” Andrea muttered.

Wyatt had to have heard her, but he didn’t react.

“And?” Calvin asked.

“And they are free to explore. They can run around and look at all the buildings.”

“Look at the buildings? They can’t go in?”

The smile finally faded. “Not right now. We are in dire need of repair. That’s why we need help from friends like you.”

Calvin nodded thoughtfully. “Well, is there anything else you want to show us? Or do you mind if we just look around?”

“Please, by all means, make yourself at home. Let me know if you have any questions.” He headed toward what looked like a former pigpen. 

“Did they really have pigs?” Andrea said, her upper lip curled.

“They did.” Calvin looked nostalgic. He paused to look at a sun-faded plastic cactus. Andrea nudged a plastic tumbleweed with her toe. It rolled a few inches. Gertrude thought probably that was the first tumble it had taken in quite some time. Even breezes no longer visited Gunslinger City. 

“I’m sorry, Calvin,” Gertrude said and meant it. She’d never seen him so disappointed. And Calvin was usually disappointed about something.

“I just don’t understand what happened,” Calvin said.

“Video games happened,” Andrea said. “Smart phones. Television. Kids don’t read anymore. They don’t play. They have no imagination.”
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