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      “Why are you trying to kill me?”  Wally Williams’ voice hovered somewhere between a moan and a sigh. His eyes were closed, and his head laid back in exhaustion against the seat.

      “Do I need just one reason?” his nephew Dan asked, looking over at him.

      “Well, what do you call making a man my age help brand cattle starting at five AM?”

      “I call it babysitting, to tell you the truth,” came the answer. “Besides, what do you always tell me about sympathy?”

      “Yeah, I know. If I’m looking for it, it’s in the dictionary between shit and syphilis.” Wally closed his eyes and was lightly snoring within seconds.

      Dan Williams and his Uncle Wally were driving north on Mt. Hamilton Road.  They were returning from helping Dan’s buddy Ham Parker round up his cattle for their shots and branding.  They were tired and sore from the work.   Dan knew he would be hurting tomorrow because he had not been on a horse for quite a while before today.  Running his own machine shop in Patterson kept him pretty busy.  Today, he had the job of steering the cattle from the pasture into the corral and then into the chutes, requiring him to be in the saddle for close to eight hours.   Dan’s arms felt heavy on the steering wheel, and his legs were already tightening when he climbed into the cab of his Dodge 2500. He kept shifting in the seat, trying to find a part of his behind that wasn’t raw.  Dan knew that he would be sleeping on his stomach tonight. He figured Wally would be sore from having to operate the squeeze gate.  It required using a lever that trapped the cows’ heads long enough to shoot them with the vitamins, antibiotics, and brand if they needed it.  Dan looked in the rearview mirror to see his dog in the back seat of the crew cab.  She had worked as hard as they did, a blaze of brown, black, and white fur, herding the cattle in tandem with Dan.

      Syd lay on the back seat with her head down, tired and happy after a day of herding the cows.  Border collies and cattle dogs enjoy working more than just about anything—failure to give them enough to do caused many families to drop them off at shelters.  Working dogs need a job.

      As they passed the Lick Observatory at the peak of Mt. Hamilton, Dan was pretty sure Wally had dozed off soundly.  Rounding a turn, Dan saw a newer model Mercedes SUV parked on the road's uphill shoulder.  Mud coated the sides from the local dirt roads.

      “That car’s been there since Monday?”  Wally suddenly spoke, startling Dan and causing him to hit the brakes.  Syd almost slid off the seat at the sudden deceleration but quickly stood to get her balance and looked out the window.

      “Jeez, Uncle, you scared the bejesus out of me,” Dan said, recovering.  “I thought you were asleep.”

      “Since when did you get so jittery?”

      Dan slowed as they approached the parked SUV.  “Well, I was thinking the same thing as you.  This car has been here for a few days. I wonder if there is a body in the back of it or something.”  He looked at his uncle and continued, “I’ve just got a bad feeling about this.”

      “Well, drive on then.  It ain’t your business. Let the sheriff handle it.”  Wally waved his arm in an arc indicating for Dan to move on.

      Dan pulled in close and stopped beside the car, so Wally’s window lined up with the back seat. “Can you see anything in it?”

      Wally leaned out the window to get a better look when Syd suddenly barked and leaped out the open back window of the big Dodge diesel crew cab.  She scrambled across the Mercedes’ roof into the woods. “What the hell?” Wally exclaimed, jerking back through the window as if something were after him.

      “Syd! Get back here!” Dan pulled in front of the big SUV and got out of the truck, with Wally close behind him.

      “Where’d she go?” Wally asked.

      “She shot up that narrow path,” he said, pointing at a deer path heading up the hill.

      “Did she see a squirrel or something?” Wally asked as he hurried to catch up.

      Dan hopped the shallow drainage ditch and started up the trail. “Nah, when she sees a squirrel or something, she just sniffs the air. She might bark at most.”

      The path was barely noticeable when driving by.  Dan had to push branches out of his way to make it up the hill, careful not to let them whip back into Wally. He called for Syd occasionally, and they heard her bark a ways off. The banks on both sides of the path were steep but at least ten feet away as it continued upward.  It rained a few days ago, and the ground still clung to the dampness in this shady area between the hills. Dan had gotten occasional whiffs of something rank beyond the musty smell of the damp decaying leaves stirred by their ascent.  Dan had turned around to hand off a branch when he heard his uncle say, “Oh my God!”  Wally’s face was pale as he looked ahead past Dan.

      Afraid something happened to Syd, Dan spun back around and looked at a small flat spot barely big enough for the dog to stand sideways on under a sizable oak beside the path.  Syd paused unharmed, but her tail was down, and her ears lie back.  She stared at something in a tree as if afraid.  Dan followed her line of sight.  It took a few seconds to register.  An older oak grew from the far bank.  It was the largest one in the area. Dan recoiled as he saw a man not ten feet away staring at him.  At first, he looked as if he were jumping from the tree. But his body language was all wrong for a man jumping.  His hands hung limp at his side, and his head tilted at an angle. Suspended in midair, he had no feet, and the bottoms of both legs appeared severely mangled.  The sudden shock of seeing him slowed Dan’s ability to process the picture and realize the man had been hanged.
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      Did the guy hang himself, or did someone else do it? Dan wondered. He would have to be carried here with no feet, so someone else must have done it.  But why leave his car where someone would find him?

      “Oh, shit!  I think I’m gonna be sick.” Wally said behind him. He had just slipped around Dan and saw the feet or lack of them.  “Looks like the coyotes got his feet.”

      “Of course!” Dan felt like kicking himself.  Since the body was here for a couple of days, the coyotes would have tried to get at him, but at four or five feet off the ground, they could only reach his feet.  Dan looked around the area, and in a crevice lay an expensive-looking loafer with several teeth marks in it.  Another was close by, partially covered in leaves.  The earth was scarred in the area beneath the body. The man’s face was pale, and the rope had cut deep into the neck from the deadweight.  The tip of the tongue was black and protruded between his blue lips. The putrid smell Dan detected grew stronger, but fortunately, the nights had been chilly in the hills the past few days.

      Wally stood with his back to the body, taking deep breaths, trying to control his revulsion. Dan removed his cell phone from his shirt pocket and snapped a few pictures.  Hearing the sound of the camera clicking, Wally turned back to Dan.

      “What the hell are you doing?” He looked at Dan with disdain. “Don’t you have any respect for the dead?”

      “I’m taking some pictures in case something happens before the sheriff gets here.”  He pointed at the ground.  “See there below the body; you can see where the coyotes stirred everything up trying to get at him.” Wally nodded. “I don’t want them blaming us for messing up a crime scene.”

      “Still, it just don’t seem right,” Wally protested.

      Dan dismissed him with a roll of his eyes. He held up his phone and looked at the screen.  “Do you have any reception? I doubt anyone would in this damned crevice.”

      Wally pulled out his cell, held it up and handed it to Dan. “Here, I can’t see those damned little bars.  You strain your young eyes.”

      Dan took a glance at the phone.  Handing it back, he said, “No.  I didn’t think so.”  He looked over at the body, then back to Wally.  “Are you gonna stay here with the body, or do you want to drive to where you can call and report it?”

      “I’m not staying here! Hell, I’m about to lose my lunch.”

      “You don’t have to stand here and look at it.  Just stay in the area to make sure nothing else disturbs it,” Dan admonished him.

      “Do I look like a dumbass cop to you?  It ain’t my job to protect crime scenes.  What are they gonna do, kill him again?  He’s already been here for three days!”

      “Oh, for God’s sake, Uncle.  So do you want to drive to the Rockin’ A and phone it in?”  The Rockin’ A was the main property of his maternal Uncle Ed’s spread. Wally was Dan’s paternal uncle.

      “Not particularly.  Do you think I have the time or patience to explain this to some mouth-breathing dispatch operator?” Wally answered, folding his arms over his chest.

      “So, it’s one or the other, Old-timer.  I don’t care how scared you are.”

      “I ain’t scared of nothin’.  Well, ‘cept that crazy old married woman I’m living with.”

      “Sit your old ass down then, ‘cause you're on watch.”  Dan stepped past Wally on the narrow path. “I’ll leave Syd here to protect you.”

      “I don’t need nobody to protect me, but you can leave Syd ‘cause she’s a hell of a lot better company than you are.” Wally eased himself down and sat with his back to a small tree.  Syd came over to make sure Wally was alright.  “C’mere girl.  I’m sorry you got a butthead for an owner.”  He put his arm around the dog, and they both watched as Dan retreated down the steep decline.
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      Wally sat absentmindedly petting Syd and listening to the quiet in the woods.  There wasn’t a lot of traffic on this section of Mt. Hamilton, so noise was minimal from the nearby road.

      “It would be a peaceful place to die, I guess,” Wally muttered, causing Syd to look back at him.  The intrusive noise of Dan’s diesel starting interrupted the silence, and Wally shifted his position.  When he did, Syd suddenly became interested in something down by his feet.  She stood and began sniffing around his boot.

      “What happened, girl? Did I step in something interesting?”  Wally moved his right foot, and something shiny caught his eye.  Syd barked and moved to smell the object, then yelped again.  Wally reached down and stopped.  Putting his hand in his jacket pocket, he retrieved a tissue.  He carefully picked up what seemed to be a large locket, turning it while looking at it.  It was heart-shaped and reminded him of the kind women wear as a pin on their lapel since it was larger than the ones you saw on a necklace.  Nice, but nothing special about it.  Wally wrapped it in the tissue and stuck it in his jacket pocket.

      Leaning back against the tree again, he said, “What do you want to do now, Syd.  Want to sing some Willie Nelson with me?”  Syd had a habit of howling along with Willie when he did his high-noted warble on his songs.  Wally and Syd had stayed awake on a long car trip by singing in the car.  Wally found himself humming “Whiskey River” a few minutes later.  After about forty-five minutes of waiting, he nodded off with Syd’s head in his lap.
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      Dan drove along, trying to shake the disquieting mood he fell into after finding the body.  He couldn’t imagine what would cause a person to do such a thing.  Even at his lowest after his wife Janet died in a car wreck a few years ago, Dan did not contemplate ending his life. He shook his head, focusing on the task at hand and remembering the details so that he could report them.  He glanced at his cellphone in the hands-free holder on the dash.  To his surprise, it showed two bars.  Cell service was spotty in the hills between San Jose and Patterson.  Pulling off to the shoulder, Dan ensured he was not blocking the road.  He double-checked the signal and dialed 911.

      When the California Highway Patrol dispatcher answered, Dan, explained where he was and how they had found a dead body. He gave the mile marker closest to where the Mercedes was located and confirmed it was in the Santa Clara Sheriff’s jurisdiction.  The hills often confounded government agencies, and public services were a hodgepodge of townships and counties.  Their telephones used a San Jose Area code, but their mailing address contained a Livermore zip code in Alameda County.  California Department of Fire (CDF) handled the fire and ambulance services.  The type of emergency and the mile marker determined to which agency the 911 service routed the call.  In this case, they connected the CHP.

      The dispatcher assured Dan they would notify the appropriate agencies and send them to the site.  The operator thanked Dan and took his information.  “Mr. Williams, is the body in an area that would be an obstruction or danger to the public?”

      Dan pictured the isolated location where they found him. “No, not at all.  It’s well off the road in the woods.  The only indication that anything was in the area was the guy’s car parked beside the road.”

      “Thanks, Mr. Williams.  The patrol officer will be there as soon as possible.  Would you prefer that I stay on the phone with you until they arrive?”

      “Oh, no. I drove several miles to get a phone signal and will need to go back to the spot to meet them,” Dan explained.

      “Is the body safe from being disturbed?”

      “It should be now.  I left my uncle in the area to keep an eye on things.” Dan hesitated before adding, “It looks like the coyotes have already gotten to him some.  At least his feet.”

      “Ugh, gross.” It was the first time he heard a crack in the dispatcher’s professional tone.  “Well, they should be there soon.”

      They ended the call, and Dan drove back to where the Mercedes was parked.  He wondered how long this process would take. Hopefully not too long, as he and Wally were exhausted already.  Dan headed up the trail to let Wally know he was back, in case the old coot didn’t hear the diesel engine, and to give him the choice of sitting in the truck or guarding the body.  Syd met Dan at the path’s entrance when she heard the familiar truck approach.  Even though he made no attempt to be quiet, he found his uncle leaning against the same tree, fast asleep.

      “Damn it, uncle. The body’s gone!  What the hell happened?” Dan yelled, kicking the bottom of Wally’s foot.

      “Wha-? Huh? What body?” Wally’s eyes were wide as he looked around, not sure where he was. He looked up to see Dan grinning and regained his composure.  “What the hell are you yammering about?”

      “Some guard you are.  I coulda strung you up by the time you figured out what was happening.  I left you here to keep an eye out.”

      “Screw you, kid.  I told you I wasn’t no dumbass sheriff’s deputy.”  Wally struggled to his feet with Dan’s help.  “Besides, you’re killing me. Work me half to death all morning, then abandon me in the quietest place on earth and expect me not to doze off.” Dan noticed he looked back over his shoulder to make sure the body was still there. “People used to show respect for their elders instead of leaving ‘em with corpses in the middle of nowhere.  I think there’s a law against that nowadays.”

      Dan laughed at his uncle’s rant.  “I called it in.  Do you wanna stay here and sleep, or would you rather go nap in the truck while we wait for the cops, old-timer?”

      “Oh, hell, I’m up now, may as well go to the truck if my legs still work.”

      “Okay, we’ll keep an eye out for them.”  He slapped Wally on the back as he meandered by. “And try not to fall asleep again, or they might cart you off thinking you’re the body.  Next thing you know you’ll wake up in a body bag.”

      “I’ll give you a body bag.” As he passed Syd, Wally looked at her and said, “Some watchdog you are.” That was the last thing Dan could understand as Wally stumbled down the path, mumbling to himself.
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      Wally woke up when he heard a car door slam and looked to see a sheriff’s car with its lights on parked in front of Dan’s truck.  He recognized the officer immediately.

      “Hey, Speedy! Are you lost or something?  I haven’t seen you in months.” Wally said, climbing out of the cab.

      Spinelli walked around the front of the Dodge, his gait stilted and acting official. “Sir, I understand there’s a body in the vicinity.”

      Wally stopped and frowned at the deputy, spying a difference in the man’s uniform. “Oh my god.  Don’t tell me the sheriff’s office was dumb enough to promote you?”

      Spinelli stuck out his arm straight in front of him, so his chevrons were in full display. “Corporal Spinelli reporting for duty, sir.”  They both laughed as they shook hands.

      “Congratulations, big guy.  That’s great.”

      “So what’s going on up here?  They said there was a body hanging from a tree.”

      “Yep.  We noticed this Mercedes had been parked here since Monday, and when we stopped to look, Syd went tearing up the hill.”

      “How is Syd the Wonderdog?”

      “She’s still smarter than you are.” Wally nodded at Spinelli’s sleeve.  “She’d be at least a sergeant by now.”

      “I don’t doubt that. So Syd found the body?”

      “Yep.  We followed Syd up that little path,” Wally pointed, “about a hundred yards, and found him.”

      Spinelli looked back at the Dodge. “Where’s Syd and Dan now?”

      “They’re protecting the scene.  Coyotes were getting at the body, well, the feet anyway.  Not much left of ‘em.” Wally still felt queasy remembering the scene.

      “Great,” the corporal rolled his eyes.

      They both turned as a CHP patrol car, and an ambulance came around the corner.

      “What the hell did they send an ambulance for? To give the CHP smelling salts when they pass out?” Wally asked.

      Spinelli shook his head. “They have to declare him dead officially.”

      “Oh, for Pete’s sake. Syd could tell you he was dead.” Wally turned toward the patrolman and the EMTs. Spinelli put his hand on Wally’s shoulder as if to hold him back. “You mean to tell me they sent you all the way the hell up here to declare a dead guy dead?  You poor bastards,” Wally said to the EMTs.

      The lead EMT stopped in his tracks. “We just got a call to respond from the CHP.  So we have a body?”

      “Guy hanging from a tree, with his feet chewed off,” Wally answered.

      The EMT looked down at the ground and blew out a breath.  Looking back at the patrolman, he said, “Well, let’s get this over with.”

      As they crossed the road, Dan came out of the woods with Syd slightly ahead of him.  “I thought I heard you pull up.”

      “Hey, Dan.  Good to see you,” They shook hands as Syd stepped forward to greet Spinelli. “Hey, girl. I see you haven’t lost your superpowers.”  This got a curious look from the CHP and both EMTs.

      “Well, look who made corporal? Congrats, Spinelli.” Dan pointed at his sleeve. “Did you have to sleep with Thronson, or did you find some embarrassing video of him?”

      “It was my work up here on that Willis case,” Spinelli responded.

      “Sure took ‘em long enough,” Wally added.

      “Yeah, well, I’m just glad I finally got it.  I’m sorry, but I have to ask if you guys disturbed anything up there?  Did you touch him to see if he was dead or anything?” Spinelli cringed as Wally’s face instantly changed.

      Before Dan could respond, Wally launched into his rant. “Well, Dan here liked his fancy chinos. So we took those off of him for Dan to try on.  I got his jacket in the truck but was hoping to keep it.  And we cut out his heart and fed it to Syd, as a reward for finding him. But we took our shoes off so we wouldn’t cover all the coyote tracks.”

      “Easy there, Uncle,” Dan said, trying to slow Wally down.

      “Well, if he’s gonna act like a dumbass and ask that question, I’m gonna give him a dumbass answer,” Wally shot back. “Speedy, I thought you were smarter than that.”

      The CHP officer stiffened, but Spinelli just shook his head and laughed.  “Damn, I’ve missed you guys. Wally, I told you, I have to ask the question.  I didn’t know if you guys checked for a pulse or if Syd ran up to the body when you got there.  Hell, as smart as Syd is, she mighta checked for a pulse.”

      “Dog’s a hell of a lot smarter than any county employee I’ve met,” Wally grumbled.

      Dan jumped in. “We got no closer than about ten feet away, and Syd might have been six feet or so.  We never touched the body.”

      Wally still wasn’t calmed down. “You gonna get CSI to fingerprint Syd so that you can tell her prints from the coyotes there, Sherlock?”

      Even the CHP laughed at that one.  “Yeah, and I might have to get a saliva sample from you, Wally, the way you’re spewing expletives at the scene,” Spinelli said as he winked at Wally.

      “Screw you, Spinelli,” Wally said, grinning back. “That was a pretty good one, though, for a dumbass deputy.”

      “Deputy Corporal,” Spinelli corrected.

      They continued up the hill to the location of the body with Dan and Syd in the lead. When they reached the place where they stopped before, Dan stood and pointed at the ground. “This is where we stopped.”

      Transfixed by the sight of the body, Spinelli bumped into Dan’s back. “Sorry.  Ugh, what did you say?” He turned his attention to Dan.

      “This is as close as we got.  Syd was just up there, at that little wide spot in the path.”

      The CHP spoke up, “Since you didn’t touch him, did you check for any ID in the car?”

      “Didn’t touch him.  Didn’t touch the car,” Wally insisted. “Well, except for Syd running across the top of it when she jumped out the truck window.”  He looked over at Spinelli.  “Guess you are gonna have to paw print her now.”

      Syd looked at Wally when he said her name but put her ears down when he mentioned the paw printing.

      “Damn, I think she can understand us,” the CHP said.

      “Smartest dog in the world,” Wally assured him. “Don’t talk to them without a lawyer, girl,” Syd gave a “ruff” in response.

      The EMTs, Spinelli, and the CHP walked over to the body as Syd, Dan, and Wally watched.  The lead EMT quickly checked the wrist for a pulse and performed his confirmation of death.  He shook his head and stepped back.

      “Do you need us to transport the body or anything?” the EMT asked.

      “No.  We have to wait for the coroner before we can even move it,” Spinelli answered.  “No need for you guys to stick around.”  He looked at Wally and raised his voice a bit, “That is unless poor old Uncle Wally is feeling faint.”

      “I’ll show you faint, Spinelli,” Wally responded as Dan snickered beside him. “You’ll know faint with my foot up your ass.”

      The EMT, unsure at first, realized they were kidding and finally smiled. “Well, we should get back.”  As the EMTs passed Wally, the lead asked quietly, “You sure you’re okay, sir?  That can be quite a shock.”

      “Screw you, kid.” But this time, Wally smiled. “I’m tougher than that oak he’s hanging from.”

      “Older too,” Dan added.

      “To hell with all of ya,” Wally said, turning to walk down the path.  “I’m heading to the truck.  I’ll make sure this youngster doesn’t get lost on his way back.  You want me to hold your hand, sonny.” Wally led the EMTs away.
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      After he carefully checked the pockets of the body, the CHP announced, “No ID.  Maybe he left it in the car.”

      Spinelli, who was checking the body for other injuries, added, “I don’t see any obvious defensive wounds.  It looks like a suicide.  Did you find any car keys?”

      “Nope.”

      “Did you notice if the car was unlocked?” Spinelli looked at Dan.

      “Not me.  Didn’t even go near it.”

      “I thought you said you pulled beside it and looked in?” Spinelli asked.

      “No.  I pulled up, and Uncle Wally looked in it.  You should ask him.”

      “It’d be easier and less painful just to look myself,” Spinelli replied.  “Can you keep an eye on the scene while I go check the car?” he asked the CHP.

      “No problem.  Any idea how long it will take the coroner to send someone?”

      “We’ll be lucky if they can find the place,” Spinelli answered.  “I’m guessing we’ll be here for the rest of the day.”  Spinelli started down the path joined by Dan. Syd shot ahead of them, taking the lead.

      “Do you need us to stick around?” Dan asked as they walked.  “We’ve been going since six this morning.”

      “The detectives are on their way already.  They’re gonna want to talk to you.  Can you stick around a little while?”

      “I guess so,” Dan said.  “But YOU have to tell Uncle Wally.” He slapped Spinelli on the back.

      They emerged from the woods just in time to wave to the EMTs as they headed back down the road.  Wally was already sound asleep with his mouth open in the Dodge’s passenger seat.  As they passed, the ambulance driver hit the siren enough that it whooped.  Wally jumped and looked around, confused.  He recovered in time to give the driver the finger before they passed.  The driver just waved and laughed as he continued.

      “Oh crap, now they stirred him up,” Spinelli complained.

      Dan followed Spinelli but stopped five feet from the car. “It looks unlocked from here, but I’m not going anywhere near it.  I don’t want that bastard, Thronson, to have any excuses to lock me up.”

      “Oh, he’ll find a reason if he needs one,” Spinelli looked at him and winked.

      “Thanks for the vote of confidence, asshole,” Dan shuddered at the thought of being in a cell again.  “I think I’ll go wait in my truck.”  He walked back to the Dodge and climbed in.  Syd jumped in the bed of the pickup and hopped through the open sliding back window.

      “How long do we have to stick around here?” Wally asked Dan as soon as he sat.

      “Why don’t you go ask Spinelli?  I was so tired I forgot to check,” Dan lied.

      “You lazy bastard.  You’re gonna make an old man get up from taking a nap because you’re too stupid to ask the right questions?”

      “Yep, besides, I’m probably too stupid to explain it to you once Spinelli gave me the answer anyway.”
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      Wally got out of the truck, grumbling about millennials and tottered across the road.  As he approached, Spinelli opened the Mercedes door and sat in the driver’s seat, then looked in the console.  “Aren’t you contaminating a crime scene?” Wally asked.

      “Well, it’s not clear a crime has occurred yet. But my priority at the moment is to see if I can identify the victim.”  He held up his hands.  “And I have my gloves on, Mr. Junior Detective.”

      Looking past the deputy, Wally noticed a set of keys and a wallet in the console. “Looks like you found the wallet.”

      “Is there something I can help you with?” Spinelli asked in an annoyed tone.

      “Oh, well, Dan wanted me to ask you if you needed us to stick around anymore?”

      Spinelli looked up at the ceiling of the car as if his patience was being tested. “That sneaky bastard.”  He closed his eyes.  “Yes.  I need you to stick around long enough to talk to the detective.”  As Wally started to open his mouth, he added, “He’s on his way.”

      “Geez, Spinelli.  You could ask nicely instead of being a dick about it.”  Wally turned and started to stomp off.

      Spinelli looked over at Dan, who was laughing.  When Wally looked his way, Dan turned his head and sunk below the truck’s window to hide.  Spinelli just shook his head.

      Wally was only a few steps away when he heard Spinelli say, “Shit!”

      Turning around, Wally saw the deputy staring at an ID in the wallet he’d flipped open.

      “What’s wrong, Spinelli?” Wally asked.

      Spinelli spun the wallet for Wally to see the picture. “Does that look like the guy up there?”

      Wally squinted at the picture. “Could be.  He’s kinda bloated after three days.  Hard to tell for sure.”

      Spinelli turned the wallet to look at the picture again.  “Shit!”

      “What the hell’s wrong with you, Spinelli?” Wally was losing what little patience he had.

      Speedy turned to watch Wally’s reaction. “If this is the guy up the hill, he’s a U. S. Congressman.”
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      Wally frowned as he let it sink in. Finally, he said, “Can’t be him.”

      “Why not?”

      “Cause those bastard politicians are so damned self-centered, they’d never hang themselves,” Wally answered.

      “Maybe he was murdered.”

      “That’d make more sense based on what I know of politicians. Might have a hard time narrowing down the suspect pool if he is a congressman.”

      The deputy grinned at the joke but said, “This sure looks like a suicide, though.”  He frowned.  “Guess I’ll have to let the detectives figure it out.  That’s why they get the big bucks.”

      “What’s the guy’s name?”

      “I probably shouldn’t tell you.  We have to notify the family.”  Spinelli realized he needed to be cautious.

      “Damn it, Speedy. You already showed me his freakin’ picture.”

      “Yeah, I know.”  He frowned and looked at the photo again.  “But I haven’t even confirmed that it’s him.”

      “Well, maybe I’ll just go up there, take some pictures, and throw it out to the interweb to find out,” Wally threatened. “I’ll tweet it out on the Bookface.”

      “Now, Wally, I just got my stripes.  You don’t want me to get busted already, do you?” Spinelli pleaded.  “If word got out about this, I’d probably even be looking for work.”

      “So you don’t trust me to keep a secret?”

      “No.  No.  It’s not that.” He decided to take a different tack. “How would you like it if the sheriff told someone else before you found out that a loved one died?”

      “Depends on who it was.”

      “Wally, I can’t tell you. Okay?  We have protocols we have to follow.” The deputy finally lost his patience.  “Just go back to the truck and wait for the detectives, will ya?”

      “Protocols?  That’s what every bullshit bureaucrat tells you when they are too chicken shit to make a decision.”  Wally spun around and walked off, muttering, most of which Spinelli couldn’t hear except the word protocol repeated now and then.

      “What bit you in the ass?” Dan asked as Wally slammed the door shut behind him. “Did Spinelli say you couldn’t go out and play?”

      “Screw that little asshole.”

      “Whoa.  What are you all worked up about?”

      “First, the little jerk says we have to wait here for the detective.  Then, as I’m walking away, he gets all worked up when he finds out who the guy is.  Shows me a picture and asks if I know him.”  Wally looked over at Dan.

      “Well, who is it?”

      “Little bastard wouldn’t tell me.  He clammed up and said there are protocols.”  Wally drew out the last three words in a nasal voice, imitating Speedy.

      “Did he tell you anything?”

      “Said the guy was a U.S. Congressman.” Wally shrugged his shoulders.

      “Well, that won’t be hard to find out.  I have the guy’s picture.”  Dan held up his phone.  “When we get cell service, we can look him up.  Did he mention a district?”

      “No.  The protocol kicked in, and Speedy wouldn’t say squat after that.”

      “Who’s the Congressman in the Modesto district?” Dan asked.

      “Hell if I know,” Wally answered.  “Isn’t it a woman?”

      “No.  I think the senators are both women.  Isn’t it MacIntyre, or something like that?”  Dan squinted as he tried to think.  “Damn.  I wish we had cell service.”  They sat in the truck, waiting.  Wally was too worked up to get back to sleep.  Dan laid his head back and was just about to doze off.

      “Damn it, Syd.  Why aren’t you any better at civics?” Wally turned around and scruffed her ears.  “Huh?  I’ll bet you know, and you won’t tell us because you have protocols.”

      Another hour of waiting.  The only activity was watching Speedy go through the Mercedes' cargo area, but it looked to be pretty empty.  A few locals slowed or stopped as they went past, but Spinelli always intercepted them and sent them on their way.  All Dan and Wally could do was wave through the truck window. Wally got out to relieve himself, joined by Syd.  She walked into the edge of the woods, always discreet, while Wally stood at the pickup’s back tire.  As he was peeing, Spinelli looked over, and Wally flipped him off.  Spinelli laughed at his antics, which only made Wally angrier.

      It was close to four o’clock when an unmarked police cruiser and a plain white Toyota Prius arrived.  Dan and Wally watched as Speedy snapped to attention and quick-stepped back to meet them.  Spinelli shook hands with the man wearing a suit about the same height as the deputy but with a slighter build.

      “That must be the detective,” Wally said, looking at Dan.  “Shame it’s not Sanchez.  At least we know him.”  Dan didn’t reply; he stared intently across the street where they were parked.
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      “Well, hello,” Dan said. Wally followed his gaze and saw a woman getting out of the Prius.  She wore a white blouse with a tight black skirt slit on one side above high heels.  As they watched, she pulled a suit jacket from the back of the car and put it on.  “At least we have something to make things interesting now,” Dan added.

      “If they’re both detectives, you can have the nice Asian fella, and I’ll take her,” Wally said.

      “Yeah, right.”

      Speedy seemed to be introduced by the male detective and shook the woman’s hand as she joined them.  After a few minutes, the deputy turned and waved them over.  Dan and Wally climbed out of the truck and crossed the road to the group.  Syd trotted along beside Dan, assessing the strangers as she approached.

      “Dan, Wally, this is Detective Hada and Forensic Investigator Blake.”  Spinelli gestured toward them.  “These are the gentlemen who found the body.”

      “Woof.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry, Syd.” Spinelli corrected.  “This is Syd, the wonder dog.  She is the one who found the body and led these two characters to it.”  Everyone laughed.

      “A wonder dog, huh,” Blake said, bending down and extending her hand to greet the dog. “I don’t know if I have ever met a wonder dog before.”

      Dan was temporarily distracted by the shapely legs further revealed by the skirt’s slit due to the investigator’s movement.

      “Smartest dog in the world, right there.” Wally nodded his head for assurance. “She saved my life before.”

      “Well, a wonder dog and a hero.  That’s quite impressive, Syd,” Blake added.  The dog sniffed her hand and nuzzled it, giving her permission to pet.

      Finally recovering, Dan added, “Hi, I’m Dan.”  He made an effort to shake the detective’s hand first, then turned to the investigator as she stood again.  “And this is my uncle, Wally.”

      She took his hand, and her smile broadened across her face. “Nice to meet you, Dan.”

      Wally stood with his hand extended after shaking with the detective.  Neither Dan nor the investigator dropped their clasped hands.  “Ahem, I’m the uncle, Wally, that is.”

      “Oh.”  She finally turned to him.  “Nice to meet you, Uncle Wally.”

      Dan’s face reddened a bit, and he turned back to the detective and Spinelli. “We told Spee …, the deputy here, everything, but I’d be glad to go over it with you again.” Dan realized he completely zoned out.  “Sorry.  What was your name again?”

      “Blake.  Amy Blake,” she answered.  “I’m the forensic investigator on the case.”  She pulled out a small leather wallet and handed him a card.

      “I’m Dan.”

      “Yeah, we already established that.”  Wally elbowed past him to take a card.  “Dumbass.”

      Dan looked down at the ground as his face turned a few shades of darker red.  Amy just smiled at him in a pitying manner.

      “Where were you coming from when you found the body?”  Detective Hada interrupted.

      “Well, uh, we spent the morning helping my friend Ham Parker brand some cattle.”  Dan could see the disbelief on the detective’s face.

      Amy, however, perked up.  She stepped within reach of Dan.  “Really?” she purred.

      Dan, thinking she did not believe him, added, “He has a spread just on the other side of Mt. Hamilton, off Kincaid Road.  You can go ask him.”

      “A spread, huh?”  Amy locked eyes with Dan.  He wasn’t sure if this was some kind of interrogation technique.

      “What’s this guy, Ham’s real name?”  Hada asked.

      Dan looked at Wally, who just shrugged.  “Jeez.  I don’t know.  Everybody has always called him Ham.”

      “For as long as I’ve known him,” Wally added.

      “Do you know his address?”  Hada pressed.

      “No.  But I could take you there. It’s about thirty minutes back that way.”  Wally said, pointing the way they came.  “Are we suspects now?”

      Speedy jumped in.  “No, now, Wally.  Don’t get worked up.  These are standard questions.”

      “I ain’t about to go through that shit, again,” Wally puffed out his chest.  “And my nephew here, don’t need to be harassed again either.  Damn it.”

      “It’s the Crooked Dog Ranch, over on Kincaid Road.  You can’t miss it,” Dan assured him.  “Everybody knows Ham.”

      “So, you’re like a real cowboy?” Amy stepped forward and touched Dan’s arm while her eyes took in his physique.  His Wrangler jeans and plaid shirt were consistent, but the ball cap and hiking style boots seemed to throw her.  “Where’s your cowboy hat?”

      Dan had tossed his Palm leaf flat-brimmed style cowboy hat in the back seat of his truck because it bothered him when he was driving, plus he didn’t think of himself as a cowboy.  He was just a guy who lived on a ranch and used the hat on sunny days to keep from burning.  It was a tool like a horse, not a style choice. Most of the guys you saw driving around in cowboy hats were posers.  “In my truck,” he answered, a bit confused by the question.

      They were interrupted by a van pulling in behind Amy’s Prius.  It was a new, white Mercedes Sprinter with no markings on it at all.  Dan was sure it was somebody who was lost and going to ask for directions until Amy turned and waved at the guy climbing out of it.  “Hey, Sal.”

      “Where the freak ah we?” The accent was definitely from the east coast.  “I tawt I was lost.”  He looked over at Spinelli.  “Hey, Speedy.  How’s it hanging?”

      Spinelli glanced at Amy then gave Sal a stern look before saying, “Hi, Sal.”

      “What happened, somebody run over a cow?  You better not be draggin’ me up here for no freakin’ cow, Amy.”  Sal sported a full-length leather coat, a white pinpoint shirt open at the neck, with a large gold chain.  He wore dark slacks pressed to the point it looked like the crease would cut steel, and his loafers were black and expensive.

      “Spinelli was just filling us in.  Some guy hung himself,” Amy answered flatly.

      “Ah, jeez.”  He glanced around.  “Where is this loser?”

      “He’s up that little path over there about a hundred yards,” Spinelli said, pointing, “and we need to be thorough with this one.  I think the guy might be somebody important.”  He glared at Sal again.

      “A U.S. Congressman,” Wally interjected, upstaging Spinelli.  That got him a look from both Speedy and Dan.

      “Deez is brand new shoes,” Sal complained.

      “Those city duds might get dirty,” Dan observed.  “It’s not too muddy, but there is a little climb.”

      Spinelli led the group up the hill.  Dan stayed near Amy in case she needed help.  Dan figured it would be tough to do the climb in heels.  The detective and Wally brought up the rear.  Syd stayed between Dan and Amy and seemed to be trying to assess the relationship. Sal was at least gentleman enough to lug both of their cases up the hill.  Dan stopped at the same place again and watched Amy and Sal do their work.  He was amazed at how routine it all seemed to them.  They hardly reacted to the feet chewed off by the coyotes.  He assumed they regularly saw much worse.  Their efficiency was impressive.

      The detective came back over with a few more questions for them, and when Dan explained they were no closer than where they were standing, Hada seemed to be satisfied.  Spinelli confirmed the identification he found belonged to the body.  He tried to be discrete about it, but Dan knew what he was conveying by his reaction and how uptight he became.  After standing around for forty-five more minutes, Wally asked if they could wait in the truck.  With the detective’s permission, they headed back down the hill.

      As they walked, Wally was the first to speak, as usual. “Based on the look on Speedy’s face, it was the congressman.”

      “You noticed that, too, huh?’  Dan answered, but he seemed lost in thought.

      “I sure wish I could remember the name that was on the ID Speedy flashed at me asking if it was the guy.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “Of course, Speedy didn’t have his pants on at the time, so I was distracted.”  Wally was watching Dan closely.

      “Yeah.”

      “Hey!  Get your head outta your ass.  I’m talking to ya.”

      Dan frowned at his uncle.  “Huh?  What are you whining about?”

      “I’ll tell you what, a woman shows you a little leg, and you are damn-near worthless for days,” Wally scolded.  “You were just now coming around from that woman detective in Phoenix.  Now you’re gonna be all mopey-eyed over an undertaker.”

      “Jeez, Uncle.  I was just wondering what in the world could drive a person to do something like this.  Especially a congressman.  You’d think he pretty much had it made.”  Dan shook his head.  “And what do you mean, undertaker?  She’s a coroner.”

      “Same thing.”

      “Bullshit.  One investigates why people died, and the other prepares them for burial.  That’d be like calling you an automotive engineer because you drive a car.”

      “I’ve engineered a few hot rods in my day.”  Wally knew the attack was a distraction.  “Besides, why are you defending her now?”

      “She sure has nice legs,” Dan admitted.  “But she’s just here to do her job.”

      “Boy, you’re dumber than a box of rocks.  That woman’s got the hots for you.”

      ‘Yeah, right.”

      Wally imitated a woman’s voice, “Oooh.  So you’re a cowboy, huh?”  He touched Dan’s forearm.  “I’d love to see your hat, big boy.”

      “She wasn’t flirting.  If anything, she probably thinks I’m a hick.”

      “She wants to ride you like a stallion, son.”  Wally enjoyed having Dan on the run.

      They were approaching Dan’s truck.  “Shut up and get us some cold drinks from your cooler.”  Dan motioned toward the bed of the pickup.  “You got any snacks left?”

      After popping a cold drink and munching on trail mix, they sat in the cab and quickly dozed off.  Dan was awakened by his uncle, saying, “Here comes your girlfriend.”  He looked to see the procession coming out of the woods.

      Sal and Spinelli carried a body bag.  They used a flat wooden board with straps on the trip down the hill.  They disappeared behind the van, and then the detective, the CHP, and Amy appeared.  The detective carried one of the cases, and the CHP lugged the other.  Amy smiled and waved as she reached the road’s edge.  Wally cleared his throat.

      “Don’t start,” Dan warned.

      It was no use.  “I told you that woman was interested.  If you don’t ask her out, you’re a dumbass.”

      “You call me that every day.”

      “That’s because you do dumb shit like this.” Wally frowned at him.  “Or don’t do something you should.”

      “Bite me, Uncle,” Dan said as he climbed out of the truck.  He walked over to Spinelli’s car as he was putting things away in his trunk.

      “I was just about to come and get you,” the deputy said as he approached.  “Where’s Mr. Sunshine?”

      “Still in the truck.  What do you need?”

      “Oh, the detective just wanted to speak with you both before you left.”  He smiled at Dan.  “I think he’s good with Syd, though.”

      “Good to know.”  Dan walked back to the truck to retrieve his uncle.  Wally wasn’t in the pickup, and neither was the dog.  Dan looked over at the Mercedes, hoping his uncle had not decided to go exploring to learn more about the case.  He started in that direction, scowling when Wally popped out of the edge of the woods.  Syd ran past him and trotted to Dan to greet him.

      “Why are you looking so sour?  Did the investigator break your heart already?”  Wally was on the attack.

      “Nope.  The detective wants to talk to us.  I thought you wandered off.  Forgot men your age need to pee every five minutes.”

      “You keep talking like that, and you won’t make it to my age, smartass.”  Wally and Dan walked over to the detective’s car, where Hada was jotting notes on a pad using the trunk lid as a desk.  The top few pages rustled in the afternoon breeze that always picked up as the sun moved to the west side of the hills.

      “Spinelli said you wanted to talk to us,” Dan said when the detective finally looked up.

      “Yes.  I was wondering if you thought of anything else before we wrap up here.”  Hada made a circle in the air with his pen to indicate the immediate area.

      Dan looked at Wally, who shrugged and shook his head.  “I guess not.  I mean, I can’t think of anything else.”

      Syd trotted across the road and went straight to Wally.  She nuzzled the pocket of his jacket, but he ignored her.  She became so insistent that the detective looked down to watch the interaction.

      “Go on now, Syd.  I don’t have any treats,” Wally scolded.

      Syd barked and moved toward his pocket again, but Wally turned away. “What’s the matter with you, girl?”

      “She must be getting hungry,” Dan said. “So am I.  Can we take off now?”

      “One last thing.” The detective hesitated, then plunged ahead.  “Your reputations have preceded you. I’ve heard of your exploits and want to warn you both to steer clear of my investigation.”  He looked at them both directly. “Now, before you get all bent out of shape.  I appreciate your help, but it’s in our hands now.”

      Dan nodded, but Wally just glared at Hada. “Why the hell would we?  We didn’t even know the guy.” Wally shot back.

      “Look, Mr. Williams, I just want to make sure we have the ground rules set.  Okay?”

      Wally stepped forward, “You can shove your ground rules up your —.”

      “We got it.”  Dan grabbed Wally’s shoulder.  “We’re good.  As Wally said, we don’t even know the guy.”

      The detective looked from Dan to Wally.  “No offense intended, Mr. Williams.  It was nice to meet you both.”  He looked down.  “And Syd the wonder dog too.”

      “Thanks, Detective.”  Dan steered Wally back toward the truck. Over his shoulder, he said, “I think I’ll go get Wally here a Snickers.”

      Amy finished loading her car and saw Dan and Wally talking to Hada.  As they turned to go back to the truck, Amy was suddenly right in front of them, startling both. “I’m glad you’re still here.”

      “Uh, um, is there something we can do for you?”  Dan almost tripped, trying not to run into her.

      Still looking at Dan, she said, “I’m sure there is.”

      “Do you have more questions for us?”  Wally elbowed Dan as he stepped forward.

      She glanced at Wally, “No.  I’ll let the detective handle the questions.  I let the body of evidence tell me what I need to know.”  She stressed the word body in the sentence as her eyes went back to Dan.

      “Well, it was nice meeting you, Ms. Blake, or is it Mrs. Blake?”  Wally asked, glancing at Dan.

      “Oh, I’m a very single lady.  And you can call me Amy,” she answered Wally while still looking at his nephew.

      “Nice to meet you, Amy.”  Dan extended his hand.

      She shook it but didn’t let go. “I guess I do have one question.”

      “Oh?  What’s that?”  Dan asked.

      “When do I get to see that spread of yours?”  At the word spread, her eyes dropped down, then up slowly, taking in all of Dan’s body.

      Dan looked briefly at his uncle, with his brow wrinkled as if wondering if he heard her correctly. “Uh, anytime.”

      “How about now?” Wally threw out.  “That’s where we’re heading.  I just have to pick up my truck.”  She smiled, so he continued.  “Dan can show you around, though.  Can’t you, Dan?”

      “Uh, well, sure.”

      “Great!  This was just a call out, and now that we finished here, I have the rest of the day off.” She smiled at Dan.  “Will my car make it to your place?  I mean, is the road too rough?  I noticed that everyone up here drives a truck.”

      “You can make it fine.  There is one shallow water crossing, but cars go through it all the time,” Dan answered.

      “Amy, I’ll ride with you, so we don’t get separated,” Wally volunteered.

      “You behave yourself, Uncle,” Dan warned.  Wally just winked and walked away with Amy.

      Dan and Syd went to his Dodge, and Dan turned it around, pulling to the roadside until Amy and Wally were ready.  He watched her move things out of her front seat to accommodate his uncle.  As Dan drove along, he kept an eye on the mirror and caught Wally talking a mile a minute in the little Prius.  Amy would laugh occasionally.  They seemed to be having a good time.  Dan could only imagine the embarrassing stories that Wally shared about him.  Syd could tell he was distracted and nuzzled his right arm as he drove.

      “It’s okay, girl.”  He rubbed her ears as she lay in the seat against him.  “I may have to strangle Uncle Wally, though.”

      When they got to the water crossing, Dan slowed to show her how she should approach the creek at an angle.  Wally’s arms motioned to direct her.  Amy seemed a little concerned when the water reached the bottom of her doors but managed to power her way through the hazard.  Dan unlocked and held the gate open for her to pass, and Wally directed her to keep going.  Dan left the gate unlocked since he knew Wally would be leaving soon.  As he got to the house, Amy was already out of the car and taking in the view.  Dan enjoyed the look of awe on her face as she gazed across the San Joaquin Valley at the Sierras in the distance.  The late afternoon sun lit the mountains, accenting their contours with a softening reddish glow.

      “You’re lucky it’s a clear day,” Dan said, walking up to her.  “There are no clouds or smog today.”  They all stood, looking around for a minute before anyone moved.

      Finally, Wally broke the silence.  “Well, I better get home to that crazy old woman.”  Amy laughed.  “You tell me if he misbehaves,” Wally said to Amy tilting his head toward Dan.

      “I’m counting on it,” she said.

      Wally gave Dan a quick look and added, “I’ll see you Monday morning.”

      “Yep.  Don’t forget you need to come up here first to help me go get that excavator bucket we have to fix for Paul.”

      “Oh, right.  I’m glad you reminded me.”

      “Do you need me to call and remind you Sunday night?  Your mental capacity is not what it used to be.” Dan teased.

      “Screw you, kid.  I could lose twice as much and still have more than you.”  Wally climbed into his Toyota pickup.  “Nice to meet you, Amy.”  He reached out and patted Syd, who rested her front legs on the door of his truck to say goodbye.  When he started the engine, Syd trotted back to Dan. The three stood with Amy waving as Wally drove away.
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