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Bloodshed in the Badlands is dedicated to the colors black and tan and to everyone who loves camping and dogs.










  
  
Chapter One




Wren glared at her phone as it rang. “I didn’t even remember that my phone rang. Do I answer it?” 

Wren’s black and tan, mostly Labrador Retriever, Rascal, opened one eye and then went back to sleep.

“A lot of help you are.”

After she answered, a man said, “Wren, my name is Charlie Hogue; I’m a friend of your mother’s, and I’ve been following your writing for a while. I particularly enjoyed that piece you did for the culinary magazine on the Cajun chef who moved to Nebraska ten years ago and opened a restaurant. You have an entertaining way of engaging the reader with your refreshing viewpoint.”

When Mr. Hogue didn’t continue, Wren waited and then frowned. It must be my turn to say something.

“Thanks.” I’m definitely out of practice with phone etiquette. 

“Not at all; your mother told me you were between engagements. I’d like to offer you a position as a staff writer for my travel magazine. Check with your mother, then call me back so we can see if I have something that might interest you.”

After Mr. Hogue disconnected, Wren sent her mom a text. “Charlie Hogue offered me a job. Legit?” 

Mom responded, “Take it. Charlie’s an old friend.” 

“Mom says he’s okay, Rascal, but he must be eccentric; guess I’ll have to get used to talking on the phone.”

Wren flopped onto her broken-down sofa and put up her feet before she returned Mr. Hogue’s call.

When Charlie answered, he said, “Carolina must have given me the old thumbs up.”

“Sure did.” Wren rolled her eyes. That sounded lame.

“A CEO of an RV manufacturing company is interested in having his camping trailers and vans tested by someone in their twenties. He wants honest feedback about his models because he’d like to expand his market to a younger population. Your mom used to be big on camping, so I called her for a recommendation, and she said you’d just completed a large project for a longtime client. Are you available?”

I need grocery money; that’s pretty available.

“I’m listening.”

“I pitched the idea of a series of articles on a theme, and he bought into my idea of a young woman driving across the country while she visits lesser-known haunted campgrounds, but his board of directors was concerned about asking someone to travel alone to possibly remote locations. I told him you had a dog; you still have your lab puppy, Rascal, don’t you? I seem to recall he’s a black and tan lab with a little husky mixed in.” Charlie chuckled. “Since you got him from the animal shelter, I assumed he wasn’t one of those designer dogs.”

I raised my eyebrows. He really has read a few of my articles. 

“You have a good memory; Rascal’s four now, so not as much of a puppy anymore.” 

Charlie chuckled. “I remember animals and their names; people, not so much.” 

Wren smiled, then realized they weren’t on video chat, so she chuckled. 

“What kind of feedback does the CEO want?” she asked. “Are there certain components he wants to be tested?” 

“Tested might have been the wrong word, which was a terrible faux pas for a magazine publisher, wasn’t it? My only excuse is that my magazine editor is on vacation. The campers and RVs have been designed for two different groups: retirees and families; so, for example, the retirees prefer extra living space and comfortable furniture for relaxing, while the families prefer two sleeping spaces separate from their living area, and both groups like a household-sized side-by-side refrigerator and freezer. Your assignment is to camp in different models and then share what worked and what would have made the camping more enjoyable for you.”

“Got it; I don’t think I’ve ever heard of a haunted campground.” 

“I was surprised at how many there were when I did some research last year. I’ve been kicking around the idea for a while, but I had to have the right person write it.”

“Sounds interesting, but you’ve read my articles; I don’t write fiction.”

“I’m not looking for fiction. I’ll email the details to you; read them over and get back to me with your questions. Your mom told me to find a private plane for you so you could take your carry pistol and ammunition. Your pistol would have to be in your suitcase in the luggage compartment, and all your ammunition would have to be in a locked box. Carolina told me you knew all that, but I wanted to remind you because if you can be ready in two days, I have a friend flying out from Atlanta to Phoenix; that might be the best option for Rascal because he won’t have to stay in a crate.” 

After Wren read Charlie Hogue's email, she sipped on a glass of sweet tea while she listed her supplies to pack and the items she’d need in a camper on her phone. She furrowed her brow as she reviewed the items. After she researched the weather in Arizona, she modified her list. 

“It’s hot during the day and cold at night in the desert in September; even though we’ll be there for only a week or two, I’ll have to pack for summer, fall, and winter, Rascal.”


      [image: ]Three days later



A slender young man with a buzzed haircut held a lined notecard in his hand as he stood at the gate near the runway for small jets. 

“Miss Weaver and Rascal?” He read from the card when Wren and Rascal reached the gate for private plane passengers after they exited the plane. 

“That’s us.” Wren squinted in the intense sunlight. Sure is bright in Arizona.

He smiled as he took her medium-sized suitcase. “There probably isn’t another young woman with her dog landing here in a private plane today, but I was supposed to ask so you’d know I was hired to take you to the truck dealership; your truck is ready for you to pick up. Here are the keys.”

Wren dropped the keys into her backpack and then pulled out her dusty rose ballcap and sunglasses. 

As they walked to the young man’s car, he said, “After you get your truck, you can follow me to the RV dealership.” 

He grinned. “Your boss told my boss you wouldn’t know your way around Phoenix. I’ve lived here all my life, but they keep switching around those freeways, and I get lost half the time myself.” 

On the way to the dealership, he said, “Make sure you have a long rope; they come in handy when you need them, and when you don’t, they store just fine. Do you have a water bottle? You’ll need to drink lots of water here.” 

“Thanks; in Georgia, people say it isn’t the heat, it’s the humidity.” 

The young man chuckled. “Can’t say that here.” 

When he pulled into the car dealership, the young man stopped next to a pickup that was parked in a spot close to the showroom. 

“The red extended cab pickup with four doors is yours. It’s plenty big and has a powerful engine, so you won’t have one lick of trouble pulling any size trailer.” He peered at her. “No offense, but are you okay with driving a big truck?”

Wren smiled at the concern on his face. “Sure am.” 

A slight, middle-aged man in a white short-sleeved dress shirt met her at the door. “Miss Weaver? We’ve been waiting for you. Follow me to the registration desk, and we’ll take care of the last few details.”

While Wren waited, she reviewed the directions from the RV dealership to the town of Hidden Gulch and the Forgotten Oasis Campground. In less than five minutes, Wren headed toward her red pickup; the young man opened the door to Wren’s new truck for Rascal. Wren started the engine and familiarized herself with the pickup. When she waved, the young man headed toward the exit, and she followed him. 

After Wren turned at the entrance to the RV dealership, she swung around and turned toward the exit.

Wren scanned the acres of large and small RVs, camping trailers, and fifth wheels. “Look at all these RVs, Rascal. Don’t some of them look like city buses?” 

After they went inside, Wren perched her sunglasses around her cap’s brim so they’d be within easy reach when she went outside.

The receptionist glanced up. “Are you Ms. Weaver? We've been expecting you. I have your gift right here.” She beamed as she held out a large, orange-tinted plastic water tumbler with a lid, straw, and the dealership logo.

“Thank you; this will help me remember to drink water.”

“You’re in Arizona now; that’s critical to remember.” She led Wren and Rascal to the service desk in the back of the expansive building. 

The receptionist opened the service area door and shouted before leaving for her desk, “We got company.”

A large man with a ruddy face came inside. He wore a gray shirt soaked with sweat. He stopped at a sink next to a door and scrubbed at the dark grease and grime on his hands.

After he dried them and tossed the paper towel toward the wastepaper basket and missed, he mumbled as he picked it up, “Timing’s off.”

The man smiled as he held out his hand. “Ms. Weaver, I’m the service manager, chief mechanic, and supply clerk around here. I’ll give you a tour of your new trailer.”

The service manager went through the camper with Wren, pointing out its major features and idiosyncrasies. He went into more detail as he explained the workings of the electrical and water systems. 

Wren opened the refrigerator and then touched a rack. “It’s cold.” 

He nodded. “Cold and ready to go.” 

After Wren locked the camper door, the service manager said, “Let’s have you take it from here; bring your truck around.” 

When she returned, he handed her a three-ring binder. “We made up a few cheat sheets for you on the different systems and the answers to people's typical questions after they leave. We went over everything, but it was a lot to take in.”

She backed the truck close to the trailer while he provided gentle words of encouragement and guidance until the truck could hook up. After she secured the trailer onto the truck’s hitch, he showed her how to check the trailer lights without someone else helping. 

“Do you want to take a short drive to get a feel for the truck and trailer before you go solo?” he asked. 

“I’d like that.” 

When they returned, he handed her his business card before he climbed out of the truck. “You and Rascal are ready for the road. If you run into any problems or have any questions, remember to check your notebook, or feel free to call or text me or our service department; we’ll be happy to help.” 

“The young man who picked me up at the airport told me to have a long rope in my truck,” she said. “Is that important?”

“It isn’t unless you need one, then there’s no substitute; it will be stored in the compartment under your back seat and be your insurance that nothing will happen.”

“I don’t think I have a compartment under the back seat.”

“I’m sure you do; tell you what: I’ll give you a sturdy rope that can pull you out of the deepest mud as a gift from the dealership. I’ll be right back.” 

When he returned with a coiled rope, he grinned. “This is the longest one we had.” He showed her where the lever was to release the bottom of the seat so it flipped forward. “See how that looks like you have a flat surface? Lift that tab.” 

Wren pulled the tab, and the flat surface tipped back like opening the cover of a book. He dropped the rope into the boxlike space. Wren closed the lid and then locked the seat back into place. “That’s really slick.” 

“You have another space on the passenger’s side, just like it if you need it.”    

“Thanks again.”

“You’re quite welcome; let us know how your trip goes.”

“I’ll make sure the publisher sends you a magazine with my article.”

“Make sure you mention the dashing, brilliant service manager at your first RV dealership.” He chuckled.

After she started the engine, he tapped on the hood twice, stepped back, and saluted her with two fingers. 

“That was a nice sendoff, wasn’t it, Rascal?” 

After she was on the freeway, Wren clutched the steering wheel as she maneuvered her way through the maze of the Phoenix interchanges and the fast-moving, nerve-wracking, bumper-to-bumper traffic. “This is rough; the truck handles the camper, but I’m afraid to breathe until we’re on the open road.” 

Wren relaxed and gazed in wonder at her surroundings after they were away from the city and its freeways. “I thought Arizona was all brown when we circled to land; now that I have the chance for a closer look, I see different colors of brush: yellow-green, burnt orange, dusky gray, and dark purple; green cactus; gray rocks with streaks of red; and the bluest sky I’ve ever seen. The desert is beautiful.” 

As she drove through a small town, she noticed a tall sign on her right that announced she was approaching her favorite superstore.

“I just realized I meant to stop in Phoenix to get our basics for the trailer, but I was so focused on my driving that I forgot. I already have my list; I won’t be long. I’ll park in the shade if I can find any and leave the engine running. Don’t let anyone steal the truck.” 

Rascal growled and then barked. 

“Good boy, thanks.” 

When she walked into the store, she glanced to her left and raised her eyebrows in surprise at the grocery section. The store’s completely backward from what I’m used to; this might take longer than I expected. 

After finishing shopping and checking out, she pushed her full cart to the truck. She unlocked the camper to put away the refrigerated groceries, then locked the door. 

She opened the truck's back door on the passenger’s side and put the rest of the sacks on the floor. “I think I have everything we’ll need for a few days. I’m sure I missed something, but I bought towels, a pillow, and sheets for me, and two bowls, dog food, and treats for you, so we’ll get by.”

She glanced at her suitcase. “I forgot to pull out my carry piece and some ammo. Mom would have a fit if she knew.” Wren loaded her pistol, slid it into its holster, and snugged the inside waistband holster into place.

As she left the outskirts of the small town, Wren chuckled as a roadrunner briefly raced her and then disappeared into the brush. When the road with large rocks along the side twisted through the hills, she smiled as the truck’s engine managed the climbs and easily maintained its steady speed on the downgrades. 

Wren pulled over at a roadside rest area for a break; after she and Rascal climbed out of the truck, she poured water from the jug she’d bought into Rascal’s bowl and into her cup. After she ate the small salad she’d bought for her lunch, Wren gave Rascal a treat.

When he abruptly darted after a jackrabbit, Wren gasped and then whistled; Rascal slowly returned.

She snatched up his leash from the truck and then attached it to his collar. “This was my fault; I forgot we weren’t at home. We don’t know our way around the desert, boy; we have to stay together.”

Rascal led the way to the truck but glanced back with longing at the brush where the rabbit had disappeared. 

Wren smiled when they reached the truck and opened the door behind the driver’s seat. “That rabbit was scared you were going to catch up with it; you were impressive.” 

Rascal grinned and then hopped into the truck. 

It was late afternoon when Wren passed a sign, “Hidden Gulch Town Limits.” Three miles later, she turned at the Forgotten Oasis campground sign and slowly made her way to the small, wooden building with peeling once-red paint marked “Office.”  

Before she climbed out of the truck, Wren surveyed the campground. “I can’t tell where the campground stops and the desert begins because it all blends together; I’ll bet my eyes will adjust just like they did after we left Phoenix.”

Wren snapped on the leash. “This is just for show because we’re going into the office.” 

When they reached the office, Wren smiled at the large bowl of water with the sign, ‘Dog Hydration Station’; after they were inside, Wren sighed at the refreshing coolness of the small office that contrasted so sharply with the intense, dry heat outside. 

A woman in her fifties with soft brown hair highlighted with streaks of golden blond smiled as she set a box of ice cream treats into the ice cream chest and hurried to the desk. “Welcome to the Forgotten Oasis.”

Another woman popped up from behind an aisle where she’d been stocking camping supplies, and Rascal wagged his tail. She was at least ten years younger than the first woman; she wore a tight, bright turquoise T-shirt that accentuated her curvy figure and was a perfect complement to her pale brown skin, dark brown eyes, and flyaway hair that she had unsuccessfully tried to entrap into a ponytail. 

“Feels good, doesn’t it? I’m Socorro Mendez, and you must be Wren Weaver; who’s your handsome companion?” 

“Rascal.”

Rascal wagged his tail even faster at the mention of his name, then grinned at Socorro’s throaty chuckle. 

She held out her hand for him to sniff, then scratched his ear, and he leaned against her hand. “You are such a good boy,” she cooed. 

Rascal followed her and Wren to the desk. 

“Socorro, I pulled up Miss Weaver’s registration,” the woman at the desk said.

“Thank you, Betsy.”

While Socorro motioned for Wren to stand next to her, Betsy asked, “Rascal, are you a good boy?” 

Rascal scrambled around to the side of the desk where Betsy stood and sat. She chuckled and gave him a treat. “Any time you need to go into town for research, Miss Weaver, you’re welcome to leave Rascal with me.”

“Please call me Wren, and I think he might enjoy that; thank you.”

Betsy pointed to the sign on the desk. “That’s our motto: Dogs Welcome, People Tolerated.”

“We take our motto seriously.” Socorro smiled. “We have you registered for a week with the option of a second week. Here’s the campground map.” 

While Wren looked on, Socorro pointed as she spoke. “Restrooms are here, and this is the code to the door; the laundry is in the same building. We have a pool that is refreshing, especially in the afternoons and a fenced-in dog park that our canine visitors enjoy, but Rascal may prefer to investigate the grounds. Our campground is completely fenced except for the entrance. If we ever decide to expand, this back section will be part of the campground, but so far, we enjoy having our personal desert. We do have roaming predators at night, so you may want to stay relatively close to your camper and the buildings after dark.”

Socorro marked an X with a black marker next to a rectangle on the map. “Here is your site; our rows are one-way.” She drew a line from the office to Wren’s spot. 

“This is my cell phone; text me anytime.” Socorro circled the number on the map. “I live in the little house near the entrance, so I’m always onsite except when I go into town once a week on Tuesdays for supplies.” 

“I hadn’t thought about whether anyone would be onsite; I should have because that’s important.” 

Socorro raised an eyebrow. “It would be for me if I was traveling solo. Your magazine publisher, Mr. Hogue, told us you were coming here because the campground has a long-standing reputation for being haunted. I’ve owned and managed the campground for fifteen years; I bought it after my worthless ex-husband ran off with that hussy.”

Socorro fanned her face with a brochure from a local tire company that was on the counter. “I don’t think about that sleazy scumbag very often, but when I do, I still get a little worked up. Anyway, I haven’t seen or heard anything that was remotely haunting, other than this odd feeling I’ve had lately that someone was watching me…” 

Socorro peered past Wren and surveyed the parking lot before she cleared her throat. Socorro continued, “The hot wind from the desert gets on my nerves now and then and makes me jumpy; it’s nothing. I meant to say I won’t be able to help you with anything about the campground being haunted, but I know where the old-timers hang out, and they’re quick to tell stories about the Old West. If you’re interested in local color, you can join me for breakfast at the Watering Hole, our only diner.”

“I hadn’t thought about local color, but that would definitely help my article come alive; thank you. I can go anytime; I don’t have a set schedule yet.” 

“Let’s go tomorrow morning; can you be ready to leave around seven, or is that too early?”

“I’ll still be on Eastern time, so seven won’t be early at all for us.”

As Wren and Rascal headed toward the door, Socorro added, “When you and Rascal go exploring, be careful around the wooden structures out back; they were here when I bought the place, and I haven’t had the motivation or funds to fix them up.” 

“I’ve called Butch; he’ll show you the way to your site,” Betsy said.

When Wren and Rascal went outside, a wiry man with gray at his temples and dimples that deepened when he smiled waited next to her truck in a golf cart that had been repurposed into a maintenance vehicle.

“Follow me.” He led her to her site and then signaled for her to stop when the trailer was in line with the utility hookups. When she stopped, he nodded and then sped away.

After unhooking and leveling the trailer, Wren plugged the electrical cord into the outlet and attached her water hose to the faucet next to her camper. She carried the rest of her shopping bags into the trailer; Rascal went inside with her. 

“It’s a cute camper, isn’t it? Nice and compact.” She turned on the air conditioner, pulled out her sheets, towels, and other items, and dropped them into her new laundry basket. “Let’s stop by the laundry and get a load into the washer, and then we can explore.” 

Wren’s eyes widened when they went into the laundry room. “It’s spotless, Rascal.” 

She tossed her laundry into the washer, poured in her detergent, then fed coins into the washer’s slots. When the washer started, they left. 

Rascal trotted ahead and then waited for Wren before he raced ahead for a rabbit that scurried away. 

“Don’t go too far,” Wren called out. 

Rascal trotted back to her; the two of them continued to the fence and followed it to the back.

When they reached a wooden structure, Wren raised her eyebrows. 

“Would you look at that?” she whispered almost reverently. 

The façade of an old Western saloon was on a wooden stage almost five feet from the ground. The windowsills were sagging, and the one remaining swinging door hung by a single hinge. The stage was missing a few boards, and the entire structure leaned precariously to the right.

“Wow; they must have presented Old West shows here at one time.”

“They sure ‘nuf did, but don’t you go thinkin’ they was real,” a young man said.  

“Who said that?” Wren looked around and glanced at Rascal, who was staring at the top of the old saloon.

When Wren looked up, she saw the frail young man perched at the roof's peak; he wore a battered hat, a shirt with a large hole in the chest, and oversized britches held up by suspenders.

“What are you doing up there?” she asked. 

“Doin’ my job. Wait up there a minute. You heard me? You can see me? I been talkin’ to people for ages, and ain’t nobody ever heard me before. What’s your name? Are you a ghost or somethin’?”

“My name is Wren. I’m not a ghost, are you?”

The young man stood up and stuck out his chest. “Nope; I’m Thomas, the guard for the stagecoach. My first job, and the man gave me a real silver dollar and told me to keep the lady safe. When the stagecoach robbers chased us, they shot me, but I always remembered it was my job to keep the lady safe.” Thomas patted his nonexistent shirt pocket.

While Wren stared at Thomas, he disappeared. 

“You saw him, right, Rascal?” Wren whispered. 

“Of course, he did; dogs is smart,” Thomas said from the far end of the facade. “Smarter than people.” 

“Who’s the president, Thomas?” Wren asked. 

“Ask your dog; he’s smarter than you are, silly girl,” Thomas chortled. “Everybody knows it’s James Monroe.” 

“Of course, I was testing you.” 

Thomas snorted. “That’s a girl answer if I ever heard one.”  

Wren glared at him and then stomped back to her trailer; Rascal trotted along behind her. 

Wren watched a small dust devil dance across the field near the campground as she sat at the picnic table next to her camper. 

She reached down and stroked Rascal’s chin. “Did I just get into an argument with a ghost?” 

A gust of wind blew off her cap. 

“Okay, a stagecoach guard.” Wren laughed as she dusted off her ball cap and jammed it onto her head. 

“Let’s go inside and put away our groceries, then check to see if our laundry is ready for the dryer, Rascal.”

After they returned from the laundry room, Wren fed Rascal and pulled out the fried chicken she had bought. She wrapped it in foil, stood in front of the stove, and stared. “There’s no oven, Rascal. I don’t want mushy chicken, which is exactly what I’d get if I tried to warm it up in the microwave.”

Wren sighed, warmed her dinner roll in the microwave, and ate her cold fried chicken, coleslaw, and roll. 

She rinsed her plate and fork in the small sink and left them in the drainer to wash when she had more dirty dishes. 

“The cold fried chicken wasn’t bad, but it would have been better crispy. No oven is definitely complaint number one. I suppose I’ll have to get a toaster oven or something like that if I want anything to be crispy or browned like the frozen biscuits I bought.” 

When they returned from the laundry room, Wren folded the bath, hand, and dish towels and then stared at the bed. “There’s nowhere to stand next to the bed to make it. I’m going to have to climb onto the bed, tuck in the top of the fitted sheet, then climb off the bed and hope the elastic doesn’t pop loose.” 

When she crawled onto the bed, she growled, “This bed is not just impossible to make; it’s rock hard. A person would have to be exhausted every night to sleep.” 

After the bottom sheet was on the bed, she flipped the top sheet over it. “That was terrible; I’ll fix it when I go to bed.” 

She exhaled. “That won’t work; I’ll need a blanket.” 

She slipped under the sheet and pulled it up; after she climbed out of bed, she threw the blanket on top of the sheet and groaned. “I should have done both of them at once. I’ll wait to pull up the blanket.” 

She put the pillowcase on her new pillow and tossed it on the bed; it landed in the middle. “At least that worked, and I have my next two issues to report.” 

She set up her laptop at the small dining table and typed the details of her three complaints. 

“Charlie and his CEO don’t need the details, but it felt good to get the frustration out of my system.” 

Rascal whined; Wren finished her last sentence, then rose from her seat and stretched. “There was an outlet next to the table right where I needed one: that’s a bonus point for the manufacturer. I’ll add the good features in a different section. We need a walk before it gets dark. I think more RVs and trailers pulled in; let’s see what everybody else has.” She clipped his leash onto his collar.

As they strolled to the office building, Wren gazed at the orange-streaked sky with reds so brilliant near the horizon that it looked on fire. 

After she and Rascal were near the drive in front of the office, they went from one row to the next until they eventually came to the end of the row of trailers and RVs. Wren inhaled the sweetly distinct aroma of the sagebrush that surrounded the campground. I love camping in new places.

Most of their neighbors relaxed in camping chairs while enjoying a cold drink. Wren returned waves and greetings; Rascal grinned to the delight of his new fans.

After they were back inside their camper, Wren said, “Everybody had camping chairs that looked a lot more comfortable than sitting on a hard picnic bench; I’ll add one to our shopping list, then we can sit outside and wave when people walk by too.” 

Wren made a pitcher of sweet tea and then opened her laptop to research stagecoach lines from El Paso to Tucson in the 1800s; after half an hour, she switched to researching the area's history. 

Another hour later, she yawned and added western boots to her list before setting up her coffee maker for the morning. 

Rascal stayed on the rag rug she had purchased impulsively because of the colors: red, turquoise, tan, and black. 

“I’m glad you like our Arizona rug. I’ll see you in the morning.” 












  
  
Chapter Two




Wren was shivering when she woke. What time is it? I’m freezing. 

She reached for her phone in the dark, peered at it, and blinked to focus her bleary eyes. Five o’clock. She wrapped the thin blanket around her and crawled to the bed's edge. This bed is still rock-hard, and my hip hurts. 

She squealed when she stepped onto the ice-cold floor, and Rascal gave a low growl and padded to her bed. 

“I didn’t turn on the heat before we went to sleep.” She opened the cabinet next to her bed and rummaged around until she found a pair of socks. “I need slippers.” 

Wren turned off the air conditioner and turned on the furnace and the coffee maker before she quickly dressed. She put on her warmest coat before she and Rascal went outside. When she scanned the surrounding area, she noticed several campers with lights on inside. The enticing aroma of bacon came from the old trailer that was the closest to her site; her stomach rumbled, and Rascal whined.

“Bacon smells good, doesn’t it? I didn’t pick up any at the grocery store yesterday; I’ll add it to our list. Desert air must make me hungry.” 

She stared at the sky and the stars. Still dark, but the horizon in the east looks dark blue.

“How about a dog park visit?” she asked. Rascal vocalized his agreement with a joyful moan. 

After she clipped on his leash, they went to the fenced-in dog park. When they were inside the area, Wren removed the leash, and Rascal raced around the park while Wren yawned and stretched. 

She clicked the clip on the leash, and Rascal trotted to her. While Rascal ate his breakfast, Wren sipped her coffee and recorded her impressions of the campground. She rose from her seat and stood at the window to watch the pickup trucks as they left; the sunlight spread across the eastern horizon. 

“I don’t feel like mentioning Thomas, but I’m not sure why.”

Wren refilled her cup, sat at her computer, and stared at her last sentence. After she added the parade of trucks, she reread what she’d written so far. 

She furrowed her brow. “The word haunted sounds spooky and ominous; Thomas is annoying, but he’s not spooky. I’m glad we’ll get to hear some local stories because I’d like to know what makes the campground haunted.” She sighed. “We have half an hour before we leave; I’ll take a quick shower here. I was too tired last night to bother, and I’m not interested in running back to the camper in the cold after taking a nice, warm shower.” 

Wren quickly undressed, turned on the water, stepped into the small shower, and shrieked as she jumped out. “The water is freezing!” 

She waited a few minutes for it to warm up, then stuck her hand under the water and quickly jerked it back. After she turned off the water, she glanced at the time and hurriedly dressed. 

“If I can’t figure out what’s wrong with the water after we get back, I’ll call the RV dealership service department.” 

Before Wren and Rascal left for breakfast, Wren’s phone rang. 

When she answered, her mother asked, “How’s the camper?  Do you love the truck?”

“The camper isn’t bad, but the truck is great; it’s absolutely perfect for pulling a camper of any size.” 

“I’m glad to hear that because I talked to Charlie right after he offered you the job, and the truck is yours. Are you surprised?”

“I really am, but you didn’t…”

“Yes, we did. Your dad wanted you to have a comfortable, safe pickup of your own; he’s such a worry wart sometimes. He picked it out, and we paid for it with your inheritance. You can blame us for that after we’re gone when you’re stuck with an ancient truck and no money.” 

“Thanks, Mom, and tell Dad I love it.”

After she hung up, Wren said, “Did you hear that? The pickup is ours; I don’t have to feel like we’d be stranded somewhere if the job goes sour for any reason. I wonder if that’s really why Dad wanted us to have it. We’ll have to ask him sometime.”

When Wren drove her truck to the office, Betsy waved as she swept the front porch; Socorro motioned from her pickup for Wren to follow her. 

As she turned onto the highway, Wren glanced at a sign facing the campground. Must be one of those cute check your steps and antenna signs. I’ll have to look at it later.

The parking lot at the Watering Hole was full, so Socorro parked in the vacant lot next to the diner; Wren parked next to her. 

“I’ll leave the back windows down for you. It’s too warm to run the heater but too cool to run the air conditioner,” Wren said. 

Rascal grinned, then flopped on the back seat and closed his eyes. 

As Socorro and Wren hurried to the diner, Wren asked, “Is it always this crowded during the week?” 

Socorro nodded. “Year-round. The earlier workers already left. It clears out fast, though, because a lot of the people here right now have to be at work by eight-thirty. We’ll have a lull until nine.” She chuckled. “We all have our assigned shifts. There will be a table in there for us because Tuesday is my regular day. Stay as close as you can to me, or I’ll be eating alone. The tourists show up around ten then leave glowing reviews about the food and how quiet the diner is.” 

When they went inside the diner, their ears were assaulted by loud voices and laughter. Socorro motioned for Wren to follow her, then pushed her way past men who stood in the aisle with their cups of coffee while they talked to a table of friends. Wren stayed so close to Socorro that when Socorro stopped, Wren bumped into her. and Socorro laughed and pointed at the empty table next to them. 

After they sat, two empty cups appeared on their table out of the sea of bodies in the aisle. A server stopped with a full pot of coffee and filled the cups. Socorro held up two fingers, and the server nodded. Wren turned to watch as the small woman disappeared in the crush of large men.  

“Amazing,” Wren mouthed. 

Socorro nodded and motioned for Wren to watch the door. Almost as if someone had sounded a loud signal, men began pouring out of the diner, and the roar of truck engines rivaled the roar of the conversations. 

After the trucks left and the noise had quieted down, Wren asked, “Why didn’t we wait and come inside after they left?” 

“Because the nine o’clock crowd is even larger,” Socorro said. “We’ll have plenty of time for our breakfast and to hear a few stories before we have to vacate.” 

Wren glanced around. “Is there a menu?” 

“The menus don’t come out until ten; I already ordered for you. Both of us are having a chorizo, egg, and cheese burrito for breakfast.”

“That’s exactly what I would have ordered.” Wren rolled her eyes and then cocked her head. “What’s a chorizo?” 

“Some say it’s like hot pork sausage but with more personality. Ready for a story?” 

Wren nodded.

Socorro leaned across the aisle to talk to the four men sitting at the table. “My friend Wren is a journalist. She’s writing an article about the Forgotten Oasis being haunted.” 

A man with a scruffy, gray beard cocked his head. “Is that right? You may not have heard the story…” 

Another man at the table snorted, and the first man said, “I know you heard it different, but your version is wrong. Wren, the town of Hidden Gulch was originally settled right there on Socorro’s campground property. The Forgotten Oasis has been haunted since a crooked, self-appointed town marshal from back east brought his thugs into Hidden Gulch and took over. He was making all the merchants pay what he called protection money, but it was downright extortion.”

The second man shook his head, and the first man glared at him, then continued, “The saloon keeper didn’t want to pay, so the so-called marshal had him disappear sudden-like; the whole town knew the saloon keeper’s body was somewhere out in the desert, so nobody else tried to buck the phony marshal. The saloon keeper’s wife took over the saloon, and when the goons showed up for their protection money, she and her two girls ambushed them. The widow marched into the marshal’s office and shot him in the head with her shotgun. Done blew it off, but there was one thug who hadn’t gone to the saloon because he was too hung over; he shot her in the back and then left town as fast as he could. The name of the saloon was the Forgotten Oasis, and the widow never left because she’s waiting for her husband to return.” 

“Yeah, well, nice story,” the second man said, “but this is what really happened.” 

“You was an eyewitness, was you?” the first man sneered. 

The second man drained his cup; the server refilled it and then vanished. 

I wonder if all the townsfolk are ghosts. Wren peered at Socorro. Naw, not Socorro. 

“The Forgotten Oasis was an…establishment run by a lady who was tossed off a stagecoach outside of town. She walked straight to the town marshal’s office and asked if there was a store that she could buy. The old hotel was up for sale because it was in rotten shape. The marshal was sweet on the purdy lady, so he wouldn’t let the hotel owner swindle her. She paid a fair price for the hotel considering its condition; she fixed it up, then some girls she knew showed up, and she was open for business.”

“Yep,” the first man chuckled, “eyewitness.” 

“You’re crass,” the second man said.

The first man narrowed his eyes. “What did you call me?”

“Look it up in the dictionary. Some of the merchants in town began grumbling because her business was booming. Every single one of them claimed he was about to buy the hotel, but she snatched it away from him. One man tried to get his wife to rile up the church ladies, but she asked him how he knew what business the nice hotel lady had, and he shut up.”

“Well, that’s unbelievable,” the first man said.

“You might think so, but the hotel lady had all her girls going to Bible study so they could learn to read. You done interrupting?” 

The first man put money on the table and left. 

When Wren’s eyes widened, Socorro whispered, “They take turns walking out on each other; they’re brothers.” 

“It was all going good for the town and the hotel lady until a gang of outlaws decided she was easy pickings and tried to rob her. Twelve of them rode into town and ambushed her outside the church. What they didn’t know was after the daily Bible study, the hotel lady took all her girls and the church ladies outside of town and taught them to shoot. There were sixteen sharpshooters in that church, and while the hotel lady lay on the ground mortally wounded, they came barreling out and cut down all twelve of the cowardly killers.” 

“I love this story,” Socorro said. 

Wren nodded.

“The outlaw leader thought he’d gotten away, but the church ladies and all the girls swore they saw the hotel lady manage to get herself on a horse and ride after him. Two days later, they found him alongside the road dead with a bullet right between his eyes. They never found the hotel lady or her body. Some say the church ladies and the girls secretly buried her in the church cemetery, but others say they saw her in an upstairs window at the Forgotten Oasis while she made sure her girls and the church ladies were safe.”

“I always enjoy the stories.” Socorro rose. “I’ve got shopping to do.” 

“I appreciate the help.” Wren snatched up their ticket from the table and then hurried after Socorro. 

“Expense account,” Wren said as she paid their bill. 

“Then that’s okay.” 

On their way to their trucks, Socorro asked, “Did you have any shopping to do?” 

Wren showed her list to Socorro. 

“We go right past a hardware store that has boots, and they have a decent supply of camping equipment, too; I don’t know about the toaster oven, but the grocery store might have a couple of models stuck on a shelf somewhere. Our grocery store would have been called a general store in the old days. We can stop at the hardware store first, then you can follow me to the grocery store.”  

“You don’t have to…”

“Stop right there; you’ll see why I love any excuse to go to the hardware store soon enough. I can’t wait to see whether you’re immune.” Socorro laughed. 

Wren furrowed her brow as she climbed into her truck and followed Socorro. 

“We’re going to the hardware store. Socorro hinted there’s a hunky, charming guy at the hardware store that she has a crush on.” Wren snorted. “I learned my lesson in college.”

After Wren parked and opened the back door for Rascal, they followed Socorro into the store. 

Rascal whined, and Wren laughed when three puppies wiggled their way to Rascal and rolled onto their backs while Rascal inspected them. After Rascal licked and then nosed them, they jumped up and danced around him. Rascal beamed as he strutted toward Socorro with his trail of puppies, who yipped and jockeyed for the closest position to Rascal.

A middle-aged man, who looked like he had played football in college but remained in shape over the years, came out from the back. His dark hair had a touch of gray around his temples, and his smile revealed deep dimples in his cheeks. 

“Sheridan, this is Rascal, and he brought his friend, Wren, with him,” Socorro said.

Sheridan showed Rascal the treat he had in his hand, and Rascal immediately sat. 

When the puppies copied him, Sheridan chuckled. “Thank you, Rascal. It would have taken me two months to teach those scatterbrained pups to sit.”  

After Sheridan gave Rascal his treat, Rascal maintained his regal posture until all the puppies had their treats. 

“You’re the best, Rascal,” Socorro said.

When Wren knelt, Rascal yipped, and the puppies scrambled to her; she rubbed bellies and giggled at the kisses. 

After she rose, Sheridan wiped his hands on his once-white cobbler’s apron before he offered his hand. “Welcome, Wren. What can I do for you today?” 

Wren smiled as they shook hands. “I need western boots, a toaster oven for my camper, and probably other things I haven’t thought about.”

“Boots are on your right; you know to shake out your boots in case any scorpions crawled in, don’t you?”

“I guess I do now.” 

Sheridan smiled. “The camping equipment is in the back left corner. I have a few small electric appliances next to the camping equipment, so see if there’s anything that would work for you. Look around, take all the time you need, and holler if you have any questions or need any help. I don’t have any shopping carts, so stack what you find on the counter. The pups and I will be in the back while I shelve my latest shipment that came in this morning.” Rascal followed Sheridan; the puppies followed Rascal. 

“I think Rascal has a promising future in puppy training; I guess you can’t resist puppies either.” Socorro smiled. 

“He’s always been laid back unless another dog is aggressive,” Wren said. 

“I’m the same way; my bite is far worse than my bark,” Socorro said. “Butch gave me a list of a few things he needs for repairs, so I won’t hover unless you need my help. Do you have a cooler in your truck? You might want a medium-sized one for your groceries. When you’re looking at boots, I’ve found the round-toed boots are more comfortable for day-to-day wear.” 

Socorro pointed to her boots, and Wren examined them and then nodded. I wouldn’t have thought of that. 

Wren stared at the different styles and prices of boots. The pointed-toe boots look more authentic, the squared-off toes look more elegant, and the round-toed boots look like work boots. 

She searched for her size and tried on the right boot for each style. After she returned the pointed and square-toed boots to their boxes, Wren stepped into the round-toed pair and walked to the front, then returned to the boot aisle. After she put on her shoes and reboxed the boots, Wren selected a red bandana from a display and carried the box and the bandana to the counter before she strolled to the back corner. 

Next, a camping chair.  Wren picked out a red canvas chair and then stared at the shelf. 

What if Socorro stops by? She picked out a blue one and added the chairs on the counter next to her boots and bandana before she searched for the small electronics section that Sheridan had mentioned. 

A bell jingled while she examined a combination air fryer and oven that was a little larger than what she originally had in mind. Sheridan has a bell on his door. 

Sheridan, Rascal, and the puppies hurried past her aisle as she studied the paperwork inside the oven.

“What are you doing here?” Socorro’s voice was loud, and her tone was hard. 

Wren raised her eyebrows. Whoever that is, Socorro’s not a fan. 

“Just saw your truck, sweet thing, and was surprised it’s still running. Times must be hard if you can’t afford one that’s reliable. I’d be derelict in my duties as your long-lost husband if I didn’t help you out with that; I will if you’ll be nice to me,” a man said. 

Wren frowned. What a sarcastic tone.

“Get out of my store, Jeff,” Sheridan roared.

When Rascal growled, Wren hurried toward the front.

The man’s voice became shrill. “What are you doing with a vicious dog in your shop, Sheridan? Call him off.” 

Rascal growled even more menacingly, then snarled, and the front bell jingled. 

“Well done, Rascal; you saved me the trouble of pounding that smug look away from his face,” Sheridan said as Wren reached the front.

He gave treats to Rascal and the puppies, who posed next to Rascal in a puppy version of a threatening stance.  

Sheridan praised the puppies while Socorro hugged Rascal. “Good boy.”

After Wren and Socorro paid for their items, Sheridan helped carry their purchases out to their trucks.

“Thanks, honey.” Socorro kissed Sheridan.

Ah ha! I was right about the hunky man at the hardware store.

“Aw shucks, ma’am.” Sheridan smiled as he hugged Socorro. “It was nice to meet you, Wren.”

“You too,” Wren said. 

After Sheridan went back inside, Wren asked, “Who was the man that Rascal wanted out of the store?” 

Socorro snorted. “Jeff, my ex-husband; I thought he was still in California. I can’t imagine why he’d come back here, but he can’t leave Hidden Gulch, or Arizona, for that matter, soon enough to suit me. Follow me to the grocery store; I have my regular weekly shopping list, but I’ll pick up only the necessities this time to cut my trip short. I don’t want that lowlife to show up at the campground when I’m not there and get my guests all riled up. Will you be okay getting back to the campground by yourself?”

Wren raised her eyebrows, and Socorro’s cheeks reddened. 

“Sorry, I guess I’m more rattled than I realized; you and Rascal just drove here from Phoenix. That was a real goofy comment, wasn’t it?”

Wren wrinkled her nose and sniffed in disdain. “Pretty much.”

Socorro laughed. “I deserved that; let’s get moving.” 

After Wren found all of the items on her list at the grocery store except sweet tea, she checked the selection of premade teas that were refrigerated in the produce section. There was no sweet tea. I’ll check the aisle that has bottled water and sodas. 

While she searched for bottles of sweet tea in the section next to the bottles of water, a woman said, “I’m so glad I ran into you, Wren.”

I don’t think I’ll ever get used to everyone knowing who I am. Wren rolled her eyes, then turned toward the woman and smiled.

The gray-haired woman had inadvertently blocked the aisle when she stopped her shopping cart next to Wren’s. “My friends and I have been worried about whether anyone has told you to carry a few bottles of water in your car. If you ever break down on the road between here and the campground, it’s very important to have water for Rascal and maybe a few extra treats so he doesn’t become nervous.”  

“Thank you,” Wren said. 

When the woman remained next to her, Wren put six bottles of water into her cart. 

The woman beamed as she continued pushing her cart past Wren. 

“I think I’ll give up on sweet tea and pick up some lemonade,” Wren muttered and hurried to the dog food aisle for treats in case someone inspected her cart before she checked out with the cashier.

After Wren finished her grocery shopping, she rolled her cart out to her truck and dropped the bag of ice she’d bought into her new cooler. 

While she loaded the items that needed refrigeration into the cooler, Rascal growled a soft, throaty growl. She glanced up and saw Socorro’s truck, waiting for traffic to clear so she could turn onto the road; then she saw the car two vehicles behind Socorro that had Rascal’s attention: its lone occupant was a man with light brown, thinning hair with a balding circle on the back of his head, a thick neck, and wide shoulders. Wren tossed the rest of the grocery sacks into her truck, hopped in, and pulled up behind the man’s car. While Socorro waited for the traffic to clear, Wren took advantage of sitting in the line behind her and snapped a photo of the unknown car’s license. After the car that was in front of her turned in the same direction that Socorro did, Wren followed them. 

“So far, it looks like we’re all going back to the campground, Rascal.” 

When Socorro signaled her turn and slowed, the car behind her also slowed; after Socorro turned at the road leading to the office, the car resumed its speed. 

Wren put on her turn signal and slowed to turn, then furrowed her brow as she stared at the car. “Should I follow it, Rascal?” 

When the car disappeared over the rise in the road, Wren completed her turn to the campground and then headed to her camper. 

After she carried the groceries inside and put them away, she narrowed her eyes as she stared out the window. “I’d say it was just a coincidence that a car was going past the campground, but you alerted to the driver.” She sighed. “I’m confused; let’s go for a walk, then we can sit outside and relax like we’re camping on a normal vacation in Arizona.” 

Wren poured lemonade into a glass and carried it, a dry dishcloth, and Rascal’s leash outside. She put the dishcloth over her glass before she pulled out the camp chair she’d stored in the outside camper bin. 

She set up her chair next to the picnic table where she’d set her lemonade. After Wren removed the cloth, she and Rascal watched the parade of trucks turn at the campground; Wren sipped her cool, refreshing drink and covered her glass after she put it back on the table close to her.

“I’ll be right back.” 

Wren dashed into the trailer, grabbed her three-ring binder, and then returned to her chair. 

“Reading is relaxing; I’ll read the hints to see if I forgot anything; maybe I’ll find something on the hot water heater.” 

After quickly scanning the page, Wren said, “Nope, not a thing, but maybe I read too fast. I’ll go slower next time.” 

Wren closed the binder and listened to a mockingbird rattle off nonstop one tune after another. 

Wren smiled. “That poor guy sounds frantic, but maybe he’s actually planning ahead for spring.” 

Wren sipped her cold drink and waved away the gnats that plagued her. 

“Next time we go for a walk, Rascal, we need to see how other people keep away these persistent pests.” 

She lifted her glass for another sip, but two gnats were back-stroking her lemonade. She poured the lemonade and gnats on the ground and set her glass upside down on the table. 

Socorro cruised along in her electric utility vehicle in the row next to Wren’s. She waved when Socorro stopped at a recently vacated spot and tossed the trash sack into her cargo area. 

Socorro stopped her electric cart in front of Wren’s camper; when Rascal trotted to the cart and then politely sat, she gave him a treat. “I’ve been tidying up for our evening arrivals. Do you have plans for supper? Sheridan’s brother from Sedona showed up unexpectedly at the hardware store, so I took out two batches of tamales from my freezer.” 

“I’m not sure I’ve ever eaten tamales, but I’m always willing to try new food, especially anything homemade; where’s Sedona?”

“You’ll love them; Sedona is about three hundred miles north of here.”

“Can I help with anything?” 

“You sure can; come over whenever you’re ready, and I’ll put you to work.” Socorro sped away. 

After Wren and Rascal went into the camper, Wren rinsed her glass and stared at the binder.

“Okay, water heater, it’s you or me.” She opened the binder and found the page with the information on how to troubleshoot the heater. 

She read the first line. “This is embarrassing, Rascal. Step one is to turn it on; step two is to wait up to thirty minutes to give the water time to heat.” 

After she flipped the switch for the water heater, she read the rest of the page and then turned to the first page in the binder, which had a picture of the control panel with all the switches labeled. 

She read the details about all the control panel switches before she left the binder on the table and enjoyed her hot shower. 

After Wren dressed, she and Rascal strolled to Socorro’s house. “I’m glad I didn’t send my report yet; there isn’t a control panel for the bed, so I’m safe there.” 

Socorro met them at the door. “Good, you’re just in time to help me decide on dessert. I have peach ice cream and fresh blueberries, but my pie crust skills are zilch. I have a great cobbler recipe unless you have that rare talent for making tender pie crusts.” 

“I don’t at all.” Wren chuckled. 

“Care to tackle my cobbler recipe? I put a pork shoulder in my slow cooker early this morning; I had planned to freeze it, but I’ll make pozole verde. I have everything ready to throw into my pozole verde, except I have to roast the poblanos.”

“Poblanos are a type of chile pepper, right? What is pozole verde?” Wren asked. 

“It’s a Mexican stew of pork, spices, chiles, and hominy. Verde means green, which means I’m using green chiles. It’s really easy to make; I’ll give you the recipe.” 

While Wren stirred the blueberries on the stove, Socorro said, “I learned how to make pozole from watching my abuela; she was a talented cook and loved to feed people. My mama said you could give Abuela five dollars, and she would prepare a feast for twenty people.”

“My grandma was a great cook too, but my mom, not so much. Mom told me she was intimidated by her mother’s skills in the kitchen. Dad told me not to be afraid to try something new because everyone starts as a beginner.”

“Wise man. Where is your family?”

“Georgia.”

“My family is scattered across Mexico, Arizona, and Texas.” 

While they worked and chatted, Rascal rose from his nap, trotted to the back door, and quietly growled. 

“What is it, Rascal?” Socorro asked.

When Rascal barked, Wren said, “We’ll check.” 

After they were outside, Rascal’s hackles rose as he alerted to the desert behind Socorro’s house. 

Wren spotted a rabbit ten yards away on its haunches as it stared at Rascal. “It’s a jackrabbit; let’s go inside.” 

The rabbit leaped into the brush and disappeared, but Rascal maintained his stance between Wren and the desert. 

Wren opened the back door. “Come on, boy.” 

Rascal glanced over his shoulder at her, then slowly padded into the house. 

“What was it?” Socorro asked.

“I saw a rabbit, but there may have been a coyote or another predator stalking the rabbit because Rascal’s hackles went up, and he didn’t budge after the rabbit left until I made him come inside.” 

“Good boy, Rascal.” Socorro gave Rascal a treat. 

When Rascal grinned, Wren shook her head. “You two are bad influences on each other.” 

While the pozole simmered and the cobbler cooled, Socorro’s phone buzzed. 

Socorro glanced at her phone. “Betsy needs me at the office. Want to go with me? You too, Rascal.”

“Let’s go.” Wren picked up Rascal’s leash. “It’s just for show.”

Rascal trotted alongside Wren while the three of them hurried to the office, where a man and woman stood in front of a large RV.  

“We’re a week early, but we were so excited to see the campground we cut our trip in the Colorado Rockies short so we could come here right away,” the woman said. 

The man sniffed and then raised an eyebrow as he scanned the campground. “We don’t have reservations, but from the looks of things, that doesn’t seem to be a problem.”

“The landscape is really authentic, isn’t it?” The woman peered at the rocks at the side of the building and then stared at the cactus and the dog bowl near the office door. “I’m sure your decorator had something in mind, but that cactus would give a more aesthetically balanced look if you moved it closer to the window, and the rocks should be distributed to give the illusion of pointing to the entrance; that dog thing is really an eyesore, isn’t it?”

“Let’s go inside and register you,” Socorro said, leading the couple into the building while Wren and Rascal waited near the door. 

When the man and woman came out of the building, the woman whispered to her spouse, “Edrick, we were not supposed to say anything about her husband; he told us it was a surprise.” 

“I politely asked when she expected her husband, Audrey,” he grumbled. “What was wrong with that?”

“That must be part of the surprise; honestly, you’re hopeless.” The couple climbed into their RV.

Socorro came out of the office and locked the building behind her.

“I told Betsy that she and Butch didn’t need to stay late. I’ll show our new arrivals to their site and meet you back at the house. Give the pozole a stir, would you?” 

Wren watched as the bus-sized RV with its towed vehicle lumbered behind Socorro as she escorted them to their site. They must be full-timers. 

After Socorro returned to her house, she joined Wren and Rascal in the kitchen. “I don’t think they’ll be here the entire two weeks because they’re obviously supposed to meet with the owner of a campground somewhere to talk about buying it or going into partnership. The man wanted to know when my husband would be here; when I told them I didn’t have a husband, the woman tried to shush him, and he laughed like I was joking.” 

“I know I said I’d help you, but don’t ask me to pick up the cactus and move it. However, I'd love to be your bouncer if you want me to toss them out over that dog comment.” Wren grinned. 

Socorro shook her head. “That was totally a shocker, wasn’t it? They’re lucky I’m immune to snide comments. She wanted to know if we allowed dogs inside the office. When I told her only our security dog, she informed me that Dobermans don’t shed, which is why she hadn’t broken out into a life-threatening rash. What a piece of work.”

“There’s dog hair all over the office, and Betsy just swept,” Wren said.

“I know; it was hard not to laugh when she walked past one of our dust bunnies from dog hair, and it swirled like a tiny fairy dust devil. They definitely weren’t our usual drop-in; our late arrivals normally are here much later at night; they pick a site and pay online or put their money in the envelope we provide and drop it in the slot.” 

“How do you keep people from sneaking in, staying overnight, then leaving before daylight?”

Socorro shrugged. “I suppose they could, and we’ve never had that happen in the fifteen years I’ve been here, but...”

“You wanted to be prepared,” Wren said. “I saw the sign when we left the campground.”

Here comes the real story of the warning sign.

Socorro’s cheeks dimpled when she grinned. “I planned to put in spike strips, but the marshal told me someone’s tires may not deflate quickly enough to keep them from driving away and crashing into someone else, so I told him I’d buy a fancy security system instead that takes photos of the driver and the license plate and sends them to his office; my warning sign states very clearly that the driver will be charged with defrauding an innkeeper. The marshal told me not to waste my money and refused to allow me to send photos using some new-fangled computer system to his office. He might have said overpriced and underperforming, so I’m interpreting what he really meant.” 

“His department’s computer system probably isn’t capable of processing photos,” Wren said.

“Maybe, but he should have admitted it. He insisted I was seriously mistaken about the charges, and they didn’t belong on the sign, but he didn’t tell me to take it down.”

I giggled. “I’m fairly certain the penalty for defrauding an innkeeper involves the stocks in the middle of the town square.”

“Exactly.” Socorro grinned. 

Wren raised her eyebrows at the sound of a car engine followed by the crunch of tires on the sand. “A vehicle just parked in front of your house.”








  
  
Chapter Three




Socorro smiled. “That better be Sheridan because I’m ready for a beer with tamales and pozole; if it’s a trespasser, he’s all yours.” 

Sheridan strode into the house. “Hi, honey, I’m not home!”

Socorro and Wren laughed. 

Sheridan grinned as he stood in the doorway with a large grocery sack in his hand. “Hi, Wren. Sweetie, I brought extra beer. Cody will be here in a minute; how’s a boy, Rascal?” 

Socorro took the sack as Rascal wiggled to Sheridan and was rewarded with a massage of both ears. 

When another car stopped at Socorro’s house, Rascal gave a low growl. 

“It’s just Cody, Rascal.” Sheridan stroked Rascal’s back. “Socorro, he’s just in time for a beer and your world-famous pozole.” 

“And tamales,” Socorro said as her front door opened. 

“Did I hear tamales?” a slender young man wearing tortoiseshell glasses strode into the kitchen with a small grocery sack in his hand. “Dump that loser, Socorro, and marry me.”

“Did you bring one lone beer for all of us to split?” Socorro laughed. “Cody, this is my friend, Wren.”  

“I brought avocados; I’ll make the guacamole. Hey, Wren, are you going to be the bridesmaid at our wedding?” 

Cody kneeled down and stroked Rascal’s neck as Rascal leaned against Sheridan.

“I was kind of holding out for flower girl.” Wren smiled. 

Socorro laughed. “Open four beers, honey, while we watch the smooth-talking guacamole master do his magic, then I’ll dish up the pozole and pull out the tamales from the oven.” 

While they ate, Wren smiled as she listened to the banter and watched Socorro and Sheridan exchange frequent looks with growing smiles. 

When Socorro served the still-warm blueberry cobbler with the peach ice cream that slowly melted as they ate, Sheridan asked, “What brought you this way, Cody?” 

“I represented the firm at a meeting in El Paso yesterday; the topic was how to recruit young lawyers, and I was their token young lawyer. It was a total waste of time because they don’t want to recruit young lawyers; they want to be the young lawyers.”

“Did you tell those well-established, middle-aged lawyers that their years of being the young ones were behind them?” Socorro asked.

“Not me, I’m a chicken. I’m sorry you weren’t there because I would have loved seeing their reaction.” 

Sheridan cleared his throat. “Socorro, can I help with anything around the campground?” 

Socorro glanced at Wren, who smiled.

“Sure, let’s go for a ride to see if everyone’s settled.” 

“Perfect.” Sheridan rose from his seat. After Socorro left the room, he winked and then followed her.

“Sheridan obviously wanted to talk to Socorro privately, so why didn’t he say so? What on earth is going on?” Wren asked. “I am totally lost.” 

“Your flower girl comment was absolutely perfect; you’ll have to decide on your outfit because my brother set this up. He knows how much Socorro loves drama, so that’s what she got.” 

Wren laughed. “Won’t Socorro be mad when she figures all this out?” 

“She’ll love it,” Cody said.

“Tell me about you,” Wren said.

“Sheridan told me you’re a journalist; if I tell you about me, will I appear in your article?” 

Wren shrugged to hide her smile. “Do you want to?”

“Depends on how dashing I appear; do I save the flower girl from the dragon?”  

Wren rose to clear the table. “Sadly, I don’t write fiction, but that sounds like a great story if I did.” 

While Cody wrapped the leftovers and put them in the refrigerator, Wren ran hot water into the sink. She washed and rinsed the dishes before she submerged the slow cooker insert in the soapy water.

“How long have you known Socorro?” Cody asked as he dried the dishes. 

“All day.” Wren scrubbed and rinsed the ceramic insert and the rest of the pots. 

“That’s surprising because you two are definitely kindred spirits.” Cody shook his head. “Another beer? One’s my limit because I’m driving later.” 

“No, I’m fine.”

After they sat at the table, Cody told her about his struggles with his life values and goals, which conflicted with the day-to-day operations at a corporate law office. Wren talked about trying to establish her career as a journalist with a highly regarded activist and politician mother and a successful lawyer father. 

Cody nodded. “A wise philosopher once said, ‘If it’s too hard to float upstream, grab an oar.’”

Wren laughed. “Exactly; that’s how I feel sometimes. Who was the wise philosopher? You?” 

Cody smiled, and his brown eyes twinkled as Sheridan and Socorro came into the house. 

“Well, flower girl, we might have an opening for you after all,” Socorro said while Sheridan beamed. 

Wren gasped as she threw up her hands to her face and raised her eyebrows. “Come on, y’all. Don’t make me hold this pose.” 

Socorro laughed, and Sheridan blushed. 

“You win; sorry, Cody, Sheridan and I are going to be married,” Socorro said.

“No, I win,” Cody said. “I’m gaining an intelligent, beautiful sister-in-law, and my brother is marrying up, so maybe he wins too.” 

“I’m the grand winner, the flower girl,” Wren said. “I’ll share the grand winner title with you, Socorro, since you’ll be the bride.” 

After toasts with iced tea, Wren said, “I can’t remember ever having a day that was this wonderful, but I’m still on East Coast time, and I’m fading. Thank you for everything, Socorro.”

As she and Rascal headed toward the door, Cody said, “I’ll walk with you.” 

On the way, Cody said, “This was the most relaxed I’ve felt in ages.” 

“I haven’t enjoyed being around people,” Wren said. “Now, I think I was around the wrong people.” 

“What are your plans?”

“I’m here for a week or two, then I submit my article about the haunted campground in Arizona and go on to the next campground.” 

“Do you have enough information to write your article?” Cody asked. 

“Not really.” 

“Good; then maybe I’ll pop in this weekend for a status report.” 

Wren chuckled. “It wouldn’t hurt for me to have a little accountability to keep me motivated.” 

Cody smiled as he left.

After Wren and Rascal were inside the trailer, she locked the door. 

“I am exhausted.” Wren turned on the heat and then hurried to get ready for bed before she collapsed; she fell asleep immediately. 








  
  
Chapter Four




Wren woke an hour before daylight; while her coffee maker gurgled, she and Rascal went outside and were greeted by the shock of the crisp desert air. 

Wren shivered while Rascal investigated the area in the bright moonlight. “Hurry up, Rascal; I forgot to put on my coat, and I’m freezing.” 

After they went inside the camper, Wren fed Rascal. While she sipped her coffee, she searched for the history of the Forgotten Oasis but didn’t find anything, so she checked the hours of the local library. 

“The library is open from ten until two, Tuesday through Saturday.” 

Wren read through the meager notes she had taken on her tablet. I need to document the two stories from yesterday in more detail. She turned on her laptop.

After an hour, she stretched and rose from the small dining table. “Let’s watch the sunrise while we walk around the edge of the campground. I’ve got a great pair of binoculars; I’d like to scan the surrounding desert.” 

They began their walk next to Socorro’s house. After a few yards, Rascal stopped and softly growled as he faced the desert. 

Wren looked in the direction he was pointing and raised her binoculars. She adjusted her binoculars when she saw a flash in the field as the sun rose. 

“I thought I saw something but don’t see it now.” She didn’t move or lower her field glasses as she waited, then saw the flash again. “I can’t tell what it is; it’s most likely a piece of broken glass that’s catching the sun just right.” 

They continued their walk until they reached the old structure; Wren stopped and gazed at the building while Rascal inspected the surrounding grounds for a rabbit.

“Whatcha looking at, girl?” Thomas asked. 

“I was just wondering: are you still working at keeping the lady safe?”

“Course I am; I ain’t no slacker.” 

“Is she in danger?”

Thomas snorted. “Why would I need to keep her safe if she weren’t? ‘Bout the time I think that outlaw is gone, he comes back again.” 

“How can I help?” Wren squinted, then shaded her eyes from the brightness of the rising sun with her forearm.

“Ain’t never had no help before, much less from a girl. Don’t go gettin’ mad; I gotta think.”  

“I’ll let you think then.” 

Wren whistled for Rascal.

As she turned toward her camper, Thomas said, “You whistle right good for a girl.”

Wren rolled her eyes. “Thanks, Thomas.” 

“Don’t mention it.”

Believe me, I won’t. 

After they went into the camper, Wren said, “I think I’ll go into town to soak up some local culture before the library opens. Do you want to stay in the camper or with Miss Betsy?”

Rascal stuck his nose in the door.

Wren chuckled as she dropped her tablet into her backpack. “Miss Betsy, it is. Let’s go to the office to see how busy she is this morning.” 

When they strolled into the office, Betsy smiled and put down the micro cloth she was using to dust the shelves. 

“There’s my boy; good morning, Rascal. Are you planning a trip into town anytime soon, Wren? Can Rascal keep me company?” 

“That’s exactly why we’re here; are you sure he won’t be in the way?”

Betsy snorted. “Absolutely not; he’ll keep me from talking to myself. Our old dog died a few weeks ago, and I miss having canine companionship while I work. One of my friends wants to give us a puppy, but we’re not ready yet; does that make sense?” 

“It sure does; I’m sorry to hear about your old dog.” 

“Thank you. Not everyone understands.” 

Rascal leaned against Betsy.

“We do,” Wren said. 

Betsy brushed away a tear. “I meant to remind you about our break room; it originally had a TV and board games, but the television broke, and most of the pieces of our few remaining board games are missing.” 

Betsy smiled weakly as she led Wren to the room and pointed. “It has a large window for observing new arrivals, a good reading lamp next to a comfortable chair, and a round table with fairly comfortable chairs where people used to play board games and cards. Nobody uses it, so it could be your private office.”

“Thank you; I’ll probably take advantage of it.” Wren hugged Rascal before she left the office. 

Wren sighed as she strolled back to her camper for the pickup. Rascal can add rescue dog to his resume. 

Wren drove past the hardware store and parked near a coffee shop in the first of two blocks downtown. 

She ordered a medium-sized coffee and a cranberry-orange scone. 

After the elderly man behind the counter rang up the sale and handed Wren her change, he said, “The second cup is free; come up to the counter and wave, and we’ll give you a fresh cup.” The man pointed. “You’ll be more comfortable on that side.”

Wren took her breakfast to one of the two round tables that were where the man had pointed. All four tables had four wooden chairs around them. A long, tall table stood parallel to the walls in the middle of the room; it had tall bar stools with black vinyl backs and seats on both sides of the table. If I were going to be here very long, I’d opt for the soft seats. 

Wren watched as young mothers pushed in large strollers with tiny, sleeping babies, ordered a fancy cold coffee, and then left; earnest young men stood in a group, tossed down their coffee, picked up their second cup, and then left; an older couple beelined to a table and set up their laptops as the man behind the counter spoke to someone in the kitchen; when the couple approached the register, the man handed them their coffee and cinnamon rolls. 

Wren smiled as she glanced toward the register. Thanks to the cashier, I didn’t accidently sit at their table. 

The cashier glanced at Wren and winked as he returned her smile.

A large man with a badly sunburned face and arms came into the shop and bought a coffee, then stood at the high table in the middle of the room close to Wren.

Wren pulled out her tablet and noticed the man scowling as he stared at her. She scrolled through her notes, then twisted slightly in her seat and snapped a photo of the man with her tablet. 

Wren furrowed her brow at the tablet as she set it on the table but watched the sunburned man in her periphery as he scanned the area around her. “Where’s your dog?” 

Everybody knows about Rascal. Wren narrowed her eyes. He almost sounds like the man in the hardware store.

When Wren tapped her tablet for the next page and didn’t respond, he took a step closer to her and growled, “I asked you a question; you too good to talk to me? You better tell her to watch out.” 

Wren met his gaze with a glare. The older man at the table across the room rose from his chair as a young man in a khaki law enforcement uniform strode into the coffee shop; the large man left his coffee on the table and hurried out, and the older man resumed his seat while the older woman smiled and patted his hand.

Wren’s eyes widened at the marshal’s badge on the young man’s shirt. The marshal’s much younger than I imagined when Socorro told me about her sign; he’s not much older than me. 

The elderly man had a large coffee and a cinnamon roll waiting on the counter; when the marshal paid his bill, the man nodded toward Wren.

Wren felt her cheeks warm. I wonder if Cody can get me out on bail. 

The marshal stopped at her table and smiled. “May I join you, Miss Weaver?”

“Please do and call me Wren.” 

“I’m Justin.” They shook hands, and he sat next to Wren, facing the front door. “We’re a small town, Wren; how’s your story going?”

Is he softening me up? “Not as smoothly as I expected, but I’m just getting started.” 

“Do you have a Georgia carry permit?”

Wren raised her eyebrows and peered at him.

“Thought so; that’s good. What’s your plan for today?”

“I’m going to the library when they open; I’m hoping to find a book that talks about the early years of the Forgotten Oasis.” 

“Did you know one rumor has it that the original name of the saloon was Forbidden Oasis?”

“Nobody told me that.”

“It’s probably one of those things that everybody knows, isn’t it?” Marshal chuckled. “Have you seen the structure at the back of the campground?”

The marshal peered at her face as she slowly nodded.

“You’ve seen him, haven’t you?” the marshal asked.

Wren raised her eyebrows. 

“No matter; not many have.” He pushed back his chair.

“Have you?” Wren asked. 

“I asked you first. Are you going to write about him?”

“I need more coffee; excuse me,” Wren said. 

“Keep your seat; I’ll get it.” 

After the marshal set her fresh cup on the table, Wren said, “Yes; please sit.” 

“I’ve seen him, but that’s all,” the marshal said.

“I don’t plan to write about him. His name is Thomas; he was a stagecoach guard. A man gave him a silver dollar to make sure the lady was safe. I don’t know who the original lady was, but I think he’s guarding Socorro.” 

“That makes so much sense to me; I wonder why you can hear him and I can’t.” 

“I don’t know, but he’s very annoying.” 

The marshal chuckled. “This is a very strange conversation that no one will ever hear from me, but I can tell you everyone knows about the Flower Girl.” 

Wren choked on her coffee.

“Bad timing; I’m so sorry,” he said. 

Wren caught her breath and glanced around the room at everyone who stared at her. 

“I’m fine; my coffee just went down the wrong way,” she said loudly. 

Everyone sighed and resumed their conversations. 

Wren smiled. “It was an impulsive comment that worked perfectly into Sheridan’s scheme.”

“Sheridan’s a good man.” The marshal shook his head. “I have an older sister who is just as headstrong as Socorro; Sheridan has a life of adventure ahead of him.” 

“Socorro told me the story about her warning sign.” 

He chuckled. “I don’t think she realizes she was a marketing genius when she put that up. People in town tell me they see her sign all over social media.” 

“Are you from here?” Wren asked.

“No, I grew up in Flagstaff; I was a deputy in Maricopa County before I came here.” 

Wren nodded as she bit her lip. I’ll have to look up Maricopa County. 

“Phoenix is in Maricopa County.” He chuckled. “I thought Flagstaff was a big city, but it’s nothing like Phoenix; when an old friend of my dad told me he was retiring as marshal here, and Hidden Gulch was having a hard time finding anyone who was willing to come to a small town in the middle of the desert, I was happy to apply for the marshal’s job with his blessing. What about you? Have you lived in Georgia all your life?” 

Wren cocked her head as she peered at him. How did he know where I’m from?

“Everybody knows you’re from Georgia, but your accent gives you away too.” 

“I don’t hear my accent, but I guess nobody hears their own.” Wren smiled. “This is the farthest I’ve ever been away from my hometown; I’m really excited about traveling and seeing more states.”

“It’s always good to broaden our horizons.” The marshal rose. “Let me know if our friend Thomas needs my help. Good luck with your article; I think you’ll find the library particularly helpful with the history of the area.”

Before Wren finished her second cup of coffee, an elderly woman stopped at her table. “My friends and I were just talking about our marshal; we all agreed he’s a nice young man and good-looking, too.” 

The woman glanced around the shop, leaned close to Wren, and whispered, “He’s single.” 

Wren smiled as the woman left, holding onto the arm of an elderly man.

I wonder if the marshal realized what a stir he caused when he sat at my table.

Wren slipped her tablet back into her backpack and rose; all heads in the room turned to watch her as she headed toward the door. Don’t trip. She resisted the urge to wave as she strolled to her pickup.  

When she pulled into the library parking lot, Wren rolled her eyes. I could have walked here from the coffee shop, but it’s already too hot for a stroll. 

She went inside and was surprised at the buzz of conversations. Sounds like everyone in town who wasn’t in the coffee shop is here. 

“Excuse our noise,” a frail woman with pale skin and wispy hair said as she moved a book from the front desk to a cart. “Today is book club day, and some of our discussions have become quite heated, although we don’t allow fisticuffs. How can I help you with your research, Wren?” 

Wren smiled. Everybody knows, just like the marshal said. 

“Do you have any non-fiction books about the area around 1820?”

“I have two; one is better written than the other, but the second one has more facts. I also have a Western novel that was written by a local author in 1845. You might enjoy it because the author put in quite a bit of research to make the story as historically accurate as possible and based the novel on the stories told to her by the old-timers.”

“That sounds interesting,” Wren said. 

“It’s a little hard for some to read because of the out-of-date language, but others enjoy being immersed in the time period.”

“Where will I find them?” Wren glanced toward the rows of books.

“You won’t,” the librarian smiled. “I pulled them for you first thing this morning and have all three right here. I’ve already checked them out for you. I also pulled together a folder with maps and other documents for you. We house all the original courthouse documents that are more than ten years old; I selected several that might be of interest and checked them out to you, too.” 

The librarian put three books and a thick folder on the desk.

“I can’t wait to read them; I just hope I don’t get a speeding ticket on my way back to the campground.” 

The librarian grinned. “The marshal might stop you, but I don’t think he’ll give you a ticket.” 

Wren’s cheeks burned as she put the three books and the folder into her backpack. She bit her lip to hold back the spreading warmth, but she was unsuccessful. 

“Thank you.”

“You’re most welcome; keep them as long as you like and come back if you have any questions because not all the details of any time period are put in writing.” 

The librarian side-glanced the nearest book aisle, pulled out two books from the book return box, and spoke loudly. “These are exactly like the books you mentioned, and they just came in.” 

Wren casually scanned the book aisle, where two women tittered as they peeked around the corner.

“Nosy nellies,” the librarian mumbled.

Wren raised her eyebrows as she stared at the two books. Romance?

The librarian smiled and then continued speaking clearly enough for the onlookers to hear. “You’re surprised a small-town library has them, aren’t you? We take care of our readers. Enjoy!” 

“I sure am, thank you.”

As she headed toward the door, Wren held the two books against her chest so anyone could see the titles and the covers that shouted, ‘spicy romance novel.’ 

The sunburned man quickly climbed into a car when she opened the door and sped away. 

Did he follow me here? That’s not the car that followed Socorro yesterday. 

She returned to the desk. “These books are perfect; I found a new one that is similar.”

Wren pulled up the photo of the sunburned man. “Do you have this?”

“That’s Jeff Reed,” the librarian whispered as she shook her head. “Be careful.”

She furrowed her brow and then tapped her pen on the desk. “I’ll see if I can order it for you.” 

“Thanks, you’re the best.” Wren hurried to her truck. 

She put the two romance books on the passenger’s seat, with her backpack on top of them, and then headed toward the campground. 

Wren stopped at the office. Rascal opened his eyes, then grinned and yipped. 

Betsy carried out a box of holding tank chemicals from the storeroom. “Hey, Wren. Did you find what you needed?” 

“I think so; the lady at the library had it ready for me.”

Betsy chuckled. “I’m not surprised; everybody knows you and Rascal are here, but Miranda would have been busy setting aside material to help you with your research for your article about our haunted campground. People always ask me if I’ve ever seen a ghost around here; I hate to disappoint them, but I haven’t.” 

Wren smiled at Betsy’s wistful sigh.

“Ready to go?” Wren asked. Rascal trotted to the door. 

After Wren set her backpack and romance books on the dining table, she and Rascal toured the campground and then stopped at the dog park. While Rascal investigated every inch of the grounds, Wren watched a small dust devil dance in the desert. Rascal trotted to the gate, and the dust devil disappeared. “Time for me to go to work.”

After they were inside, Wren refilled Rascal’s water bowl. “I’ll read the more factual book first and take notes as a reference when I read the other two.”

She pulled the books and tablet from her backpack and sat on the small sofa to read and take notes. 

After two hours, she stretched. “I owe Charlie Hogue my feedback on the trailer.” 

After she typed the email on her computer, she read over what she’d written. “I told him about the bed and the oven. I like all the electrical outlets, so I can plug in all my electronics. The camper was easy to pull and set up, and we like the size.” 

She sent the email. “Let’s take a break, then I’ll have lunch later.” 

They reversed their earlier walk: first the perimeter, then past the rows of RVs. 

“We have the smallest camper here, but I haven’t seen any families; did you notice, Rascal?” She smiled. “I feel like an experienced camper because we know how to travel light.” 

Rascal grinned. 

Wren giggled. “I’m ignoring the whole water heater incident.” 

When they returned to their camper, Wren read and took notes until Rascal whined. 

Wren’s eyes widened when she glanced at the clock. “It’s past lunchtime. I’ll make a quick sandwich.”

While Wren pulled out the fixings for her lunch from the refrigerator, she said, “After I eat, we’ll take a short walk before it gets much hotter. Maybe I’ll accept Betsy’s offer to work in my new private office while you guard her. It wouldn’t hurt either one of us to have a little change of scenery.” 

Wren ate her sandwich while she checked her email. I have an email from Charlie. 

She narrowed her eyes as she read. 

“Rascal, Charlie said his editor found a few typos in my email and corrected them, then asked Charlie to return the edited email to me so I wouldn’t make the same mistakes again. Can you believe the nerve of that chump?” 

She slammed her laptop shut. “I sent an informational email, not a document to be published, and why was the editor even reading it? I’d love to have a few choice words with that arrogant snoop…let’s go for a walk before I get any hotter. I’ll reply to Charlie later, maybe tomorrow.”  

Wren dropped her book and her tablet into her backpack, and then the two of them headed toward the dog park. 

As they neared the dog park, a small dog that was inside the fence spotted Rascal and began snarling and barking. Wren whispered, “I was so irate, I forgot your leash. Let’s go to the office and see Betsy; you can get a treat, and I’ll buy some ice cream to cool me down.” 

When they walked into the cool campground office, Betsy hurried around the desk with a treat in her hand. As Rascal sat, she gave it to him. “Are you going to stay a while? I cleaned your office.” 

“We thought we would if we won’t be in the way. I need ice cream.” 

“The ice cream truck comes by here every Wednesday and Saturday morning, so we have excellent choices. My favorite is the chocolate and peanut-covered vanilla ice cream bar.” 

Wren paid for her ice cream bar and then carried it and her backpack into the game room. While she ate her ice cream and read, the campground phone rang. 

“It’s a wonderful day at our Forgotten Oasis Campground; how can I help you?” Betsy asked, then listened. 

Wren glanced at Betsy. 

“Why don’t you ask her yourself?” Betsy asked.

She looked at Wren and rolled her eyes. “If I don’t forget, I’ll mention it to her if I see her. Why can’t I give her…” 

Betsy stared at the phone. “He hung up on me.” She shook her head. “You won’t believe who just called.”

“My obnoxious editor?” Wren asked. 

“What? No, but I want to hear about your editor. It was Sheridan; he said Cody wanted Sheridan to ask me to ask you if it would be okay if I gave Sheridan your phone number. I assume for Cody, those two must be twelve years old.” Betsy giggled. “Sheridan was really embarrassed; he couldn’t get off the phone fast enough after he delivered the message.” 

Wren smiled. “Do you have Cody’s number? Why don’t I get you out of the middle and send him a text?” 

“I might.” Betsy pulled out her phone and frowned. “No, I don’t have it, but I’ll steal your idea. I’ll send Sheridan a text and offer to get him out of the middle of this. He’ll be happy to send me Cody’s number.” 

Immediately after Betsy sent a text, her phone chimed, and she chuckled. “This is wonderful; Sheridan says he owes me. Ready for Cody’s number?”

Wren picked up her phone. “Go.” 

After Wren tapped in the number, she tapped a text. “How does this sound?” 

Wren read the text aloud. “‘Betsy suggested I text you so you’d have my number.’”

“That doesn’t sound at all like you,” Betsy said. 

“You’re right.” Wren erased the first text and then added another. “Is this better? ‘Why did you want my number? Wren.’”

Betsy laughed. “Perfect; send it.” 

After she sent the text, Wren grinned. “Maybe he’s in a meeting.” 

“We can certainly hope, can’t we?” 

Socorro came into the building while the two of them were still chuckling. “I’m sure you two are up to no good. Clue me in.” 

Betsy told her about Sheridan’s call and Wren’s text. 

Socorro laughed. “I can’t wait to hear how Cody responds.”

“Where have you been?” Betsy asked. “You’ve been gone longer than you usually are.” 

“I had a meeting with my lawyer, the county assessor, and a general contractor to discuss an offer I received to go with a nationwide franchise. We decided against it. I’m not sure we’re really ready to deal with the stress of construction, more sites, and hiring extra people. I think we’re fine as we are.”

“The county assessor? What was she doing there? That took you most of the morning and half of the afternoon to figure that out?” Betsy narrowed her eyes. 

“Sure; the general contractor bought lunch.” 

A crew cab truck pulling a long fifth-wheel trailer stopped in front of the building. Two dogs stood at the half-lowered window in the back while the short, spry, gray-haired woman hopped out of the truck and headed toward the office, and the tall, gray-haired driver strode around the truck to join her.

Betsy hurried to the door to greet the new arrivals; Rascal followed Wren and Socorro to the game room. 

“Where were you, really?” Wren asked. 








  
  
Chapter Five




Socorro rolled her eyes. “What makes you so smart? Sheridan and I applied for our marriage license before he had to open the hardware store, and then I scooted to Tucson to find a wedding dress.” 

“What did you get?”

Socorro snorted. “Mostly irritated; everything was too frilly and too much cleavage for me. I looked like a dance hall girl, except none of them were red with red feathers: that might have been okay, but I’d have to wear a T-shirt under any of those dresses. I stopped at a western wear store on a whim and found the perfect shirt, a long, suede skirt, and new boots; the shirt has pearl buttons and lace trim, which makes it frilly, but it doesn’t have the cleavage issue, so I like it.” 

“Sounds perfect; when’s the wedding?” 

“We’re planning on Saturday, ten days from today, but we don’t know what time yet. Sheridan wants Cody here to be his best man, which reminds me, we have to find something for the flower girl to wear.”

Wren’s eyes widened. “I’m not in the wedding; I was just giving Cody a smarty-mouth answer.”

“I know, but everybody in Hidden Gulch knows you’re the flower girl,” Socorro said. 

“I don’t get it,” Wren said. 

“Betsy should be my matron of honor, but she won’t leave the office unattended. We could put up our overnight sign for people to pick their own site and leave their money, but she would want to stay close. I don’t really know anybody except Sheridan, Cody, Betsy, my lawyer, and you.”

“So, you’re getting married at your haunted campground. Does that mean I’m standing in for the saloon keeper?”

“Will you be the flower girl if I say yes?” 

Wren sighed. “I’ll be the flower girl but no red feathers.” 

She examined Socorro’s face. “Is the wedding ceremony going to be near the old building in the back?” 

“How did you know?” Socorro asked. 

“I don’t know, but it’s the right thing to do. Who else will be here? A preacher?” 

“I’m going to talk to the Catholic priest from town; Sheridan will invite the marshal and a few other of his friends.”

“The marshal? Why would Justin be here?”

“Sheridan, Justin’s father, and our recently retired marshal are old Army buddies in spite of the differences in their ages. Don’t ask Sheridan about his Army days because he has stories, or better yet, do ask him, and you’ll be here for months.” Socorro smirked as she headed toward the door. “We’ll go to Tucson to find you a flower girl dress or shirt.” 

“I don’t think I really need anything special.”

“What? It’s my wedding; my flower girl has to wear something special.”

Wren exhaled. “When can I see your wedding shirt and skirt?”

“Why don’t you come for supper? Don’t tell me you have other plans; I have lots of leftovers. After we eat tonight, I’ll freeze the rest.”

“Sounds good.” 

Socorro paused at the doorway. “What have you been doing all day?”

“Diving into history.” Wren turned to her book and tablet. 

“Better you than me.” Socorro waved.

“The hardest part about research is getting back into it,” Wren mumbled. 

“Socorro, Butch went into town to get some supplies. The electrical went out on site number forty-two, and we’ll be close to capacity this weekend,” Betsy said. 

“I’ll swing out that way, then pick up any trash,” Socorro hurried out the back door. 

Wren’s phone buzzed with a text. Wren picked up her phone and read. 

“Fifth.” 

Wren laughed, and Betsy hustled into the room.

“Did we hear back from Cody?”

“We sure did.” She handed her phone to Betsy.

Betsy stared at the phone. “I don’t get it.” 

“He’s a lawyer, and he pleaded the fifth amendment, you know, the right to remain silent, so he won’t incriminate himself.” 

“Okay, that’s funny, right?”

“It’s absolutely hilarious, except he’s busted because it took him so long to think of something to say.” 

“Maybe he was in a meeting.” 

“Nope; we got him, Betsy.” 

“Ah. Are we going to reply?” 

“Maybe, but we’ll wait a while, but not as long as he did, to build the suspense.” 

“We like him, right? This is fun.” Betsy smiled as she returned to the desk to answer the phone. 

“It’s a glorious day at our Forgotten Oasis Campground; how can I help you?” Betsy asked, then listened. 

“No, he isn’t. I’m sorry, but I don’t have any idea where he is. Ms. Socorro is out of the office; if you leave your number, she’ll return your call.” 

Betsy’s voice cracked. “You don’t understand; I have no way to know.”

Wren rose from the table at the sound of rising panic in Betsy’s voice. When she neared the desk, Betsy’s eyes pleaded with her.

“Perhaps our assistant manager can help you.” 

Betsy put the phone on mute and whispered, “There’s a man on the phone looking for Jeff; it’s hard for me to understand him because his voice is muffled, but he’s very insistent and got me flustered.” 

“I’ll talk to him.” 

Betsy handed the phone to Wren.

“How can we help you?” Wren asked after she took the phone off mute. 

“I’m Jeff’s business partner. We planned to meet on Saturday at the campground, but I have a higher bidder and need to talk to Jeff right away before he accepts any deposits on a sale.” 

Wren raised her eyebrows. In spite of that muffling, I can tell he has a Southern accent; it sounds like Virginia to me. “We haven’t seen him; does he know how to reach you? If we see him before Saturday, we can certainly tell him…”

“Do you have any idea where he might be?” the man asked. 

“Our lone hotel and the few restaurants in Hidden Gulch might be a little meager for his tastes; most of the visitors to our area stay in Tucson if they aren’t interested in camping or our quaint accommodations in town.” 

“He could be in Tucson, but I’ll check with the hotel in town first. Thanks for your help; I appreciate it.” The man hung up. 

“That was awesome; how did you come up with all that?” Betsy asked.

“I wrote an article for a hotel chain on customer service, interviewed a lot of people, and listened to a ton of desk clerk war stories. That guy was fairly pleasant, but he sounded a little stressed. I learned the trick is to be on their side without being condescending and never tell them what to do. Does that make sense?” 

“I suppose, but it certainly isn’t intuitive. The man’s call didn’t make any sense at all to me because Jeff never showed any signs of having any business or entrepreneur skills when he was married to Socorro. After the divorce, Socorro bought the campground with money she saved from waiting tables, her cleaning business, and money her family gave her; as far as I know, Jeff has never set foot on her campground, and I certainly don’t see why he would.” 

“Has anyone approached Socorro before about selling the campground?” 

Betsy snorted. “She always gets offers in the mail, but they’re the trawling bottom feeders who are trying to find property for a super cheap price. I suppose they must occasionally hook desperate owners who are so ready to sell that they let their property go at a price that’s a fraction of what it’s worth. I certainly can’t imagine why anyone would drive here for a cold call unless they’re fanatics for old saloons.” 

Wren smiled. “You just gave me an idea for a text to Cody.” 

She tapped her phone and showed it to Betsy. 

Betsy frowned. “Is that a question? ‘Sour mash?’ I don’t get it.”

Wren waited, then giggled when Betsy snort-laughed. 

After Betsy wiped her eyes, she said, “Saloon is what sent you on the path to a fifth of sour mash whiskey. Send it. The entire string of texts is positively alive with twists of words and their meanings.” 

After sending her text, Wren returned to the table and the factual book. 

As she sat, her phone buzzed a text; Wren’s eyes widened as she read it and returned to the desk. 

“You’re right about twists, Betsy, read this.” 

Wren put the phone on the counter, and Betsy read aloud. “Shyster yields to Wordmaster. Dinner Friday night?” The campground phone rang. 

“Bad timing, phone,” Betsy grumbled, then answered cheerfully, “It’s a fantabulous day at our Forgotten Oasis Campground; how can I help you?” 

Betsy glanced at Wren and smirked. “Got it; Friday and Saturday nights. See you on Friday.” 

After Betsy disconnected, she reached down to scratch one of Rascal’s ears as she giggled. “Rascal, you’ll never guess. Cody has a reservation for one of our four camping cabins for Friday and Saturday nights, and I’m absolutely sworn to secrecy not to tell Wren, so I don’t think you can either.” 

Wren laughed, and Betsy beamed. 

Wren tapped on her phone and sent a text to Cody. 

“I told him ‘absolutely’ because you are absolutely sworn to secrecy. You don’t know how tempting it was to add your place or mine, but I restrained myself. Maybe now we can all get some work done.” 

Betsy rolled her eyes. “I suppose, but it was still fun.” 

“I thought so, too.” Wren smiled as she returned to her reading and notes. 

She was almost three-quarters of the way through the book when Betsy tapped on the doorway.

“Wren, Socorro called and told me to remind you to come to her house in an hour. You’ve been so heads down that you must not have heard the phone ring.” 

“I guess I didn’t.” Wren moaned as she rose. “I’m stiff; I need a long walk. Thanks for everything, Betsy.”

“You’re most welcome; I enjoyed the afternoon.”

Wren dropped her tablet and the book into her backpack. “Ready to go, Rascal?”

On her way to her camper, Wren said, “It’s really hot. Let’s take our walk later when it’s cooler.” 

The hot wind carried Thomas’s faint voice from the back of the campground. “Hey, girl. You can help.” 

Wren and Rascal hurried to the old structure. 

“Didn’t know if you’d hear me,” Thomas paced on the façade. “The library lady is hurt; I can’t help her, but you can.”

“Is she at the library?”

“Yes, and go fast. The man is setting a fire.” 

This doesn’t make sense. “What man?”

“Just go, girl!” Thomas cried out. 

His panicked voice startled her. She raced back to her truck, and she and Rascal jumped inside.

She sped toward Hidden Gulch. “I don’t know if I should call anyone until I get there to see what’s wrong.” 

She slammed on her brakes when she arrived at the library and raced to the door. Locked. She sniffed and then coughed. I smell smoke.

Rascal raced to the far corner of the building and barked at the fingers of dark smoke that seeped out of the eaves. Wren pulled her multitool out of her backpack and smashed a window. While she dialed nine-one-one, she used her backpack to clear the glass away from the sill. 

“Fire at the library,” she said when the dispatcher answered. 

“The fire department and the marshal are on their way, Wren,” the dispatcher said as Wren dropped her phone back into her backpack. 

Wren coughed, tied her bandana over her nose and mouth, and climbed inside. The smoke burned her eyes, but she didn’t see any flames. 

As she headed toward the far side of the library, she heard the crackle of flames. 

“Where are you?” she shouted. 

“Here; I’m here.” Miranda’s voice was weak. 

Wren dropped to her hands and knees to crawl through the smoke and then found the old woman, who had pulled up her shirt over her nose. She had a gash that was bleeding freely on the side of her head. 

“Cross your arms on your chest; I’m going to get you out,” Wren said. 

The old woman was suddenly racked by a round of coughing, but she crossed her arms. Wren grabbed her under her arms and crawled backward toward the door, the sounds of sirens mixing with the growing crackle of the fire. 

Rascal barked from outside the window, then appeared at Wren’s side as she dragged the lightweight, frail woman. Before she reached the front door, Wren was overcome by coughing and collapsed on the floor. Rascal tugged on the leg of her jeans until she pushed herself up to her knees and crawled the rest of the way to the door while she held onto Miranda.

When Wren reached the front door, she got down on one knee and unlocked the deadbolt; she and Rascal pulled the old woman away from the building. 

Miranda suffered another round of coughing, then peered at Wren. “Thomas sent you, didn’t he?” Her voice was raspy. 

“Yes, ma’am, he did.”

“He’s a good boy.” 

A fire truck and the marshal pulled up; the marshal raced to Wren while a firefighter leaped off the truck and pulled a hose line. 

“Are you okay, Wren?”

Wren nodded as a man who had run across the street to the fire truck pulled out oxygen and a first aid bag from a compartment. The man then knelt next to the librarian and applied an oxygen mask to her face. 

“An ambulance is on the way.” Justin helped Wren to her feet. “Is there anyone else in there?”

“I don’t know; I shouted when I went inside.” Wren coughed. “Miranda answered me; I didn’t hear anyone else.”

“Let’s get away from the smoke.” He picked her up and carried her to his car as a deputy pulled up next to him. 

“Bring Rascal here, then give him some oxygen.” 

“Got it,” the deputy said. 

After he lowered Wren onto the passenger’s seat, Justin popped open his cruiser’s trunk, removed his small oxygen tank, and removed Wren’s bandana from her face before applying the oxygen mask.  

“Do you know what Miranda was doing here so late?”

Wren shook her head. 

“Did you just drive by and see…” Justin peered at Wren’s face as she stared at him. “Thomas?” 

She nodded. 

The ambulance arrived, and the crew rushed to scoop Miranda up onto their cot. They immediately left with their siren blaring. 

Wren took in a deep breath, then exhaled slowly and ended with a slight cough. 

Justin furrowed his brow. “I’ll take you to the hospital.” 

Wren shook her head. “My throat’s just a little raw. My lungs are fine; I stayed low and wasn’t in there all that long.” 

While the chief from the fire department strolled to the marshal’s cruiser, Wren glanced at the driver’s visor that the marshal had left pulled down. She gazed at the small photo of a smiling young woman with dark, flashing eyes and long black hair. He taped her photo on the top left corner so he could see it when he flipped down his visor. I don’t think anyone in town knows about her. 

“We’ve knocked down the fire and searched the building,” the chief said. “We didn’t find anyone else, and the fire was isolated to the one section in the corner of the library where the old town records are stored. The fire marshal will be here in the morning to investigate.” 

Just the old town records? I’ll look at what Miranda gave me. 

Wren inhaled, then exhaled; Rascal trotted to her and licked her hand. 

Wren smiled and then removed her mask. “Rascal tried to pull both of us out when I was overcome by a coughing fit.” 

“Good boy, Rascal.” Justin rubbed Rascal’s face. 

The deputy joined them. “I think Rascal’s fine; he wanted to check on Wren. Is there anything else for me here, Marshal?” 

“No, I’ll take care of the report.” 

After the deputy left, Justin said, “When you’re ready, I’ll take you and Rascal back to the campground.”

“I’m fine; I’ll take my truck.”

The marshal snorted. “I’ll follow you.” 

“Without lights and sirens,” Wren said.

The marshal’s mouth quivered as he helped her out of his cruiser. “I’ll think about it.” 

When Wren turned at the campground, she glanced in her rear-view mirror and laughed. “The marshal just flipped on his red lights, Rascal.”

The marshal turned off his flashing lights when Wren parked at her camper. He grinned and waved as he turned to leave. 

Wren laughed as she grabbed her backpack and returned his wave. 

“Let’s walk out to see Thomas, Rascal, then it’s time for us to go to Socorro’s.” 

When they reached the old saloon, Wren frowned as she scanned the structure. No Thomas. 

“Thomas?”

“Whatcha want?” Thomas appeared near the peak of the roof.

“We got to the library in time. I think the librarian will be okay; she asked me if you sent me. I told her you did.” 

“That’s good; me and her is old friends. The man didn’t get the papers he was lookin’ for.”

“That’s good news.” Wren furrowed her brow. “Do I have them?” 

“I don’t know, do you?” Thomas chortled, then disappeared. 

“You’re very annoying sometimes, Thomas,” Wren fumed as she stomped toward Socorro’s house with Rascal at her side. 

“I know, but at least I don’t ask any dumb questions like a girl.” 

“Boys stink,” Wren mumbled. 

“Do not.” 

When they reached Socorro’s house, Wren inhaled and then exhaled. “Didn’t cough; that’s good, but I’ll bet I smell like smoke. I didn’t think about that.” 

Wren opened the door. “Hey, Socorro; Rascal and I just got back from town. Do I have time for a shower?”

“Go right ahead,” Socorro called from the kitchen. “I haven’t started warming up anything yet. I’ll wait until you get here, so take your time.” 

“Thanks.” 

Wren and Rascal hurried back to her trailer. “The door is open.” She frowned. “It must have blown open while we were gone, but I wonder if there’s a problem with the latch.” 

When they went inside, Rascal sniffed around and flopped down on the cool floor while Wren checked to make sure nothing was missing. 

She frowned. “My laptop is open. I always turn it off and close it. I was in a hurry, though.”

Wren locked the front door and then turned on her water heater. “I could walk to the campground shower, but I’m too tired for more traipsing around.” She pulled out her tablet and the book from her backpack and wrote notes as she read two more pages. 

After she lined up her shower soap, shampoo, and towel, she turned on the water in the small shower. When the water temperature suited her, she quickly stripped and then hopped in. After she scrubbed, shampooed, and rinsed, she turned off the water, dried, and dressed. 

After brushing her light brown hair with its reddish streaks, she grabbed her backpack and made sure the camper door was securely locked before she and Rascal headed back to Socorro’s house. “I’ll bet my hair’s dry by the time we get to Socorro’s.” 

Rascal raced ahead and then waited in the shade on the porch as Wren approached the house. 

When she went into the kitchen, Socorro put the tamales in the oven and the pozole on the burner to heat up. 

“You smell good, Wren. I’m not sure I noticed before how much red you have in your hair.” 

Wren smiled. “Mom said I got Dad’s light brown hair and her red hair that she always wanted.” 

Socorro chuckled. “I wanted sandy brown hair when I was in high school because my hair has always been so dark. When a classmate with light brown hair told me she hated her hair because it was too mousey, I realized we all tend to think someone else has it better than we do.” 

“I didn’t like my green eyes because nobody ever got my eye color right; they’d say I had hazel or brown eyes. I got into a fight with a boy on the playground when I was six because he said I had cat’s eyes; Dad still jokes about his black-eyed daughter.” 

“Thanks for the warning about the cat’s eyes. What did the boy mean by that?” 

“I didn’t know, but I didn’t like it.” Wren giggled. “I had only one black eye; he had two.” 

“I’m not a bit surprised. Tell me about your boyfriend.”

Wren scowled. “My most recent so-called boyfriend is an asinine jerk. I met my no longer best friend during our freshman year in a journalism class. I majored in English literature, and he was a journalism major. We were inseparable and planned to start our new careers together in Atlanta, but that changed when he met Ashley in the second half of our senior year.”

Socorro stopped stirring the pozole and gazed at Wren. “Uh oh. We don’t like Ashley, do we?”

“Not one bit. She was everything I wasn’t: a bubbly extrovert, popular, tall blonde who was a political science major, debate club champion, and stellar athlete who excelled at tennis and golf. Mr. Blake Patterson fell all over himself because Ashley offered to open doors for him in the New York City publishing world. He had an uncle who was a publisher, but I don’t think he was in New York. All Blake could talk about was Ashley and how she could help his career because her parents had connections. I quit returning his texts the last two months before we graduated, and he never noticed.” 

“Never noticed? We don’t like shallow Blake either, do we?”

“No, we don’t.”

Socorro opened the oven and then lightly tapped the tamales. “Not quite warm enough yet. I’ll give them another five minutes.” Socorro opened two beers and handed one to Wren.

“Here’s to jerks: may they always get what they deserve,” Socorro said. 

“Absolutely.” Wren tapped Socorro’s bottle with hers. “Tell me how you and Sheridan got together.” 

Socorro laughed as she pulled out the tamales and dished up their pozole. After she set their plates and bowls on the table, she said, “I’ll tell you after we eat while we enjoy leftover cobbler and ice cream.”

While they ate, Wren asked, “Which version of the haunted campground do you consider the most authentic?”

“If you put them all together, the one common thread they seem to have is that this was the site of the original settlement at one time. I firmly believe our old structure on the back of the property is what’s left of a fine establishment, Forgotten Oasis hotel, saloon, or comfort station for weary gentlemen.”

Wren giggled. “That last one is priceless.” 

“Thank you; I made it up myself. I think it was a saloon that may have been multipurpose because it was quite large and a two-story structure. I don’t think we’ve heard the most authentic version yet. I think the Saloon Lady is authentic, but I’m not certain she’s the source of the haunted campground. If we had to declare a ghost, she would be the most convenient and the easiest to build a good story around. What do you think?” 

“I like it; it gives us a basis for a good travel story. If I move forward with it, will you be able to handle the increased traffic it might bring? An article in a travel magazine would be like free advertising for you, and you may suddenly find more visitors wanting to come here.” 

“I hadn’t thought about that. Maybe I was a little hasty in shutting everyone down on the idea of expansion.”

Wren shrugged. “The flip side is what if the article flops, and not one extra visitor shows up?” 

Socorro rolled her eyes. “Flip and flop: did you do that on purpose?”

“No, but I have to write that down so I can work it into the article somehow.” 

Socorro's phone buzzed a text after they began eating cobbler and ice cream. “Just a second; I need to check my phone.” 

Socorro returned. “It was the marshal with a message I’m supposed to relay. I think you owe me a story because he said he had more on the librarian for you. Is that code or something?”
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