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Eugene (Gene) Foreman was walking along when a police vehicle passed him going the opposite direction, turned, passed him, and stopped ten feet in front of him.  The Hardin, Montana Chief of Police got out, and walked back toward Gene.  Gene, in turn, walked up to the Chief.  He held out his hand, which was shaken.  “Hi, officer, I’m Gene Foreman.”

“Howdy, Gene.  I’m Jerry Bay.  Is the uniform you’re wearing yours, or did you pick it up in a surplus store?”

“Mine.  I’m recently, two months or so ago, retired from the Army after 24 years.  I probably would have stayed in, but didn’t much care for my boss...the CIC.”

“If you mean the present Commander-in-chief, I couldn’t agree more with your assessment.  What are you doing walking along the road here?  As a retiree, you surely have a vehicle...did it break down or something?”

“I do have such a thing, but it’s back in Troy, Missouri...where I sorta live.  What I’m doing up this way is a long story, but the bottom line is I’m headed to Billings.  I want to look up the fella who taught me how to be a solider.”

“What means ‘sorta’?”

“Well, when I retired, I moved back home to Missouri.  I bought a rundown two-story house, and have been rehabbing it.  I’m about 80 percent finished, but needed a break.  So I got the bright idea of the present trek I’m on.   I decided to sorta walk to Billings, figuring by wearing my ACUs, I might pick up a ride or two along the way.”

“Put your backpack in the back seat, and I’ll give you a ride into town.  Since you’re recently retired, I’ll even spring for the best hamburger west of the Mississippi.  I only limit it to west of the Mississippi, because I haven’t spent much time east of it.  By-the-way, I’m a Marine, retired after a full 30.  Don’t even ask how I wound up becoming the Chief of Police in a small town like Hardin.”

Gene laughed, and shook his head.

“What’s so funny?”

“My planned trek is about 1150 miles.  I figured I might get rides knocking it down some, but also figured I’d still wind up walking at least a 100 to 200 miles.  If I have walked 10 miles total, I’d be surprised.  Anyhow, I wanted to clear my head, and try to figure out what I want to do with my life going forward.  Rehabbing old buildings seemed like a good idea at the time, but having spent two months working on the one I bought, with the idea of making a nice profit, has shown me I’d like to find something else to do.  But, I am a bit hungry, so I’ll accept your offers...for the ride, and a great hamburger, with thanks.  I’m happy to say, I’ve never been in a police car before.”

After Gene put his backpack in the back seat, he got in the front alongside Chief Bay.  As Jerry started to drive, Gene asked, “Okay, I’ve gotta do this...how did you wind up being the Chief of Police in a small town?  Also, how small is small?”

“Less than four thousand souls.  My folks moved to Hardin from Billings while I was in the Corps.  About the time I retired, I found out they weren’t doing so well, so I came to visit.  Mom died three weeks after I arrived, and Dad six weeks later.  And here I am, still here.  My wife fell in love with small town living.  I was offered the job of being a police officer on the force, one of two, by-the-way.  I’d only been on the job about six months, when the old Chief decided to retire.  The Mayor, and City Council, in all their wisdom, decided I’d be a good Chief.  I didn’t really have any other plans, so I took it...with no clue, really, on how to be a cop.  My story told, and knowing why you came up with the, excuse me for saying so, lame brained idea to walk to Montana from Missouri, and how is it you haven’t walked a total to 10 miles along the way?”

“You’re right, it wasn’t the best idea I ever came up with.  As to why hardly walking at all, I wasn’t even out of Troy when I guy I sorta knew...from seeing him in the café I often ate in, stopped and offered me a ride.  He took me to Interstate 70, and down a ways, before he had to turn off.  But there was a truck stop nearby, so I decided to get a decent meal before going back on foot.  Well, the restaurant was packed, and while I was looking around for a place to sit, a trucker motioned me over to share his table.  We got to talking, and when I told him my now agreed to less than brilliant idea, he offered to take me part way...about 500 miles worth.  When he reached I-90, he let me off at another truck stop.  Once again, I went in to eat.  Long story short, another trucker took me most of the rest of the way.  When he had to turn off, not too long after passing into Montana, I got another ride right away.  I told the fella who offered me the ride where I was going, and he told me it was sort of a roundabout way to go, but he could leave me off about ten miles from Hardin on the road where you found me.  He told me he was Crow, and this is a Crow Reservation...until reaching Hardin.  I figured with those ten miles, and the 50 miles or so he told me Hardin was from Billings, I’d finally get some time to think things over.  After I started walking only one car passed me, then along comes you.  May I ask how you even came to be driving down this road?”

“Old Wally, a grumpy fella who finds what’s wrong with everything, came busting into the restaurant I’m about to take you too, and hollered at me about some ‘vagrant’ walking down this way, and urged me to check it out.  Since I was about finished with my cup of coffee, and I was more than happy to rid myself from the presence of Wally, I decided to mosey down this way.  I did so mostly out of nosiness, and glad I did...though I am depriving you of ten miles of walking.  What’s the story on the guy you are going to visit in Billings?”

“Well, to tell you the truth, I’m not even certain if he’s still there.  He all of a sudden left our group...we were in Iraq at the time and, in time, I lost track of him.  But, a few years ago, a mutual friend, another solider, told me he had run into the fella in Billings, and he was a cop there.”

“Does this fella have a name?”

“Yeah, he does.  Would you like to know what it is?”

“Yes.  But, one more like that, and you’re buying your own burger.”

“Ike Hill.”

“Well, I’ll be.  How many times have we said something about what a small world it is during our lifetime?  In this case, it’s true.  Ike Hill is the Chief of Police of Billings.  He also has become a good friend of mine, and a lifesaver for me.  He found out Hardin had a new Chief, and dropped by to introduce himself, and offered any help I might need.  Boy, did I jump on his offer...poor guy has spent so much time educating me, I can’t even begin to tell you what I owe him.”

“It figures he’d be the Chief up there...he was a first class everything to me.  As I mentioned, he taught me how to be a solider.  We were stationed at Fort Campbell, in Kentucky, and he was the one who talked me into giving Special Forces a try.  There was this nice bar and restaurant down the road a few miles from the Fort, and a lot of guys went in there.  I normally sat at the bar, and ate there.  Ike sat alongside me a time or three, and we got to talking.  He suggested trying to join the Special Forces, and I went for it.  Once accepted, he educated me. I owe him a lot, so it sounds like we have owing him in common.”

“Oh, so you were Special Forces.  I didn’t know Ike was.  Do know he’s a nice guy.”

“Oh yeah, a real nice guy, but tough as nails.  As you may or may not know, Special Forces weren’t real big on taking prisoners...unless we needed one for questioning.  I could tell you stories, which I won’t, about Ike.  Like I said, one tough hombre.  Had, and I guess still does, a really great family...his wife was a school teacher...his kids were wonderful.”

“She’s still teaching, and the kids are off to college.  His son is at West Point.”

“Doesn’t surprise me.  Sweet kid, but had a serious side...a lot like his dad.”

“Okay, here we are...glad you’re hungry, because you’ll love this place.  Come on.  Just leave your things in the car.  After we eat, I’m giving Ike a call, and if he’s in, I’m gonna tell him to stay put, because I’m bringing him a present.  Your walking days on your trek are over...I’m driving you to Billings myself.”

“Under these circumstances, the heck with walking.  I’m really anxious to see good old Ike...especially knowing what he’s doing these days.”

Inside the café, Jerry led them to the counter, and both sat on one of the stools there.  The lady behind the counter walked up, and Jerry pointed to Gene.  “Nancy, this is my new friend, Gene Foreman, late of the U.S. Army...just retired recently.  Gene, please meet Nancy Olds, the most beautiful single woman in town.”

Nancy stuck out her hand, which was shaken by Gene, who said, “Nice to meet you, Nancy.”

“Same here, Gene.  Welcome to small town U.S.A.”

“Nancy, honey, fix Gene up with one of your best in the west hamburgers, and whatever else he wants...on me.”

Nancy nodded, and asked, “What do you want on your burger, and what with it?”

“The works, save cheese, lettuce, or tomatoes.  Fries, and a vanilla shake too, please.”

“The works includes onions, okay?”

“Yes, please.  I’m not likely to be kissing anyone anytime soon.”

“Comin’ right up.  Jerry, how about you?”

“Same, except just coffee to drink.”

“Just as you like, but don’t go home all wired up on coffee, and blame it on me to your lovely bride.  You’ve already had three cups this morning.”

“Since you are not my wife, you have no nagging rights...so hush.”

As Nancy turned to turn in the order, the un-liked Wally, who had not overheard the conversation at the counter, yelled out, “Hey, Chief Bay, I sent you after that derelict walking down the road to investigate, not to bring in here with decent folks.”

Jerry spun around on his stool, and replied, in firm voice, “Listen, you idiot, this man is no derelict.  He is a recently retired member of the United States Army.  You better get your hateful attitude out of here, before I totally lose patience with you...get.”

Wally stomped out, with everyone in the café applauding.  A voice from a lady in the corner opposite where Wally had been sitting, called out, “Well said, Jerry.  Taking him down a peg is long overdue.”

“Thank you,” replied Jerry as he turned back to face the counter.

Gene had watched Wally leave, but also watched as a car with three men in it when it stopped, with one man pointing to the café, and another hopping out of the back seat, and hurrying inside.  Gene didn’t like anything about what he saw, especially the body language of the man now heading directly to Jerry.  

The man pulled a gun out of his coat pocket as he neared Jerry, and ordered, “Hold still, old man.  I’ve got a gun pointed right at you.”

Then standing right behind Jerry he started to reach across his body to take Jerry’s weapon with his left hand, but found it difficult, so decided to put the gun in his left hand.  All the while, Gene had been waiting for the perfect opportunity to make his move.  As the man started to change the gun from one hand to the other, Gene reached out and snatched the gun.  In the same movement, he got off his stool, and jerked the man down until he hit his head on the edge of the slightly padded edge of the counter.  Then he kept moving the man right on down until his head also hit the round foot rest at the bottom of Jerry’s stool.

With the man dazed, Gene looked at Jerry, who by then was off his own stool.  He asked, “May I have your cuffs, please?”

Jerry laughed, even as he took out his handcuffs, and passed them to Gene.  In seconds, Gene had the man’s hands cuffed, with each hand being on one side of the bolted to the floor stool post.

Then, as he unloaded the man’s gun, and checked it out, he asked, “Is there something worth robbing down the street to the right?”

Jerry answered, “You’re darn right there is...our bank.”

Looking down the barrel of the gun, and seeing it wasn’t as clean as he’d like, he still felt it would fire without mishap, he replied, “Let’s go.  This guy got out of a car with two other guys, and then they drove on out of my sight.”

Jerry didn’t answer, as he turned and started toward the door.  Gene quickly re-loaded the gun, and before he followed Jerry, he prepared to ask those in the café to keep an eye on the captured man.  But, before he did, he noticed Nancy had come around the end of the counter, with a large shotgun in hand.  He nearly laughed at seeing the smallish woman carrying a gun nearly as large as she was.  Nancy, while nearly 5’6” didn’t look to Gene as though she carried more than 120 pounds on her slim frame.  Actually she weighed just over 140 pounds...of solid muscle from a serious workout routine.

Before he could say anything, she ordered, “I’ve got this guy, go help Jerry.”

Gene nodded, even as he darted off after his new friend.  He caught up to him, just as Jerry was ready to enter the bank.  When they went in, Jerry moved to the left, Gene to the right.  The bank’s door made just enough noise to alert the two would-be bank robbers.  Both spun around to face the two new arrivals.  There had only been one customer in the bank, who was now lying face down on the floor.  The bank president stood with his hands in the air, while the one teller in the building was stuffing money into a bag.

When the man on the left of the two robbers started to point his gun at Gene, Gene shot him over the left eye.  Even as the man, dead by the time he hit the floor, was sagging, Jerry fired at the other robber, hitting him in the chest.  While the shot would have been fatal, he still made an effort to raise his gun, so Gene shot him in the forehead to finish him off.

Gene then hurried to the first man he had shot, felt for a pulse, found none, and went to the other man.  On the way, he noticed the customer was still face down on the floor, the bank president still stood with his hands in the air, and had a damp spot in the front of his pants...and the teller was screaming at the top of her lungs.  

Approaching the other man, Gene hollered at her, “Stop that, right now!”

Her eyes grew wide open, but she did as told, while Gene checked the other man’s pulse.  Finding him to be dead also, Gene stood up, and looked at Jerry.  “Both dead.”

Gene then turned his attention to the teller, who while no longer screaming, now was sobbing uncontrollably.  He reached out for one of her hands with his left hand, even as he placed his confiscated gun on the counter out of her sight.  Then he used the other hand to rub the back of her hand.  In as soothing a voice as he could muster, he nearly whispered, “It’ll be okay.  I’m sure this is the first time you’ve ever been involved in something like this.  The first time is always the worst...let’s hope for you, this is the last time in your life you ever will be.”

Her sobbing slowing, then stopping, she nodded, and replied, “Thanks.”

About that time, they heard Jerry as he said, “Horace, put your hands down, for God’s sake...and go clean up.”

Gene smiled and winked at the teller, who bit her lips to avoid laughing at her boss.

Gene then reached through the opening in front of the teller and, with a good deal of effort, gave her the best hug he could manage.

She thanked him again, and then asked, “Who are you, anyhow?”

“Gene Foreman, recently retired U.S. Army.”

Jerry, who had helped the customer up, and had asked her to go have a seat in the president’s office, added to Gene’s words, “And fast becoming my new best friend.  Thanks, Gene for all your help.”

Gene walked up to him, handed him the gun he had retrieved from the counter, and asked, “Have you got it from here?  I’m dying to try the hamburger you told me about.”

“Yeah, I got this...get out of here.  Look after the guy in the café for me, until I get a chance to come get him.  Do you want the key to the cuffs?”

“Heck no, he can stay right where he is until you come for him.”

Both men were smiling as Gene walked out of the bank.  He immediately noticed a few people standing outside the café, and noted one man turn, and go back inside.  Inside the man announced, “That solider is walking back this way...doesn’t seem to be in any hurry.”

When he walked in, followed by the other people who had been outside, with everyone asking questions at once, Gene held up his hand.  “The two guys who dumped out this guy on the floor, were in the process of holding up the bank.  As Chief Bay and I entered the bank, they both turned toward us with guns at the ready.  When they started to point their guns at us, I shot and killed one of them.  Both Chief Bay and I shot and killed the other man.  End of statement.  Nancy, I’m ready for the fantastic hamburger your place is supposed to serve...oh, and thanks for keeping an eye on this jerk on your floor.”

Said jerk yelled, “You killed my brother, you bastard.”

“If he was one of the men trying to rob the bank, yeah, I did.  Now shut up.  I want to eat in peace and quiet.”
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Back in the bank, Jerry started organizing things.  First he asked, “Eloise, will you please lock the door, and then put up a sign saying, ‘Closed, Crime Scene’?”

“Right away, Jerry.”  

Then he went into the office, and asked the customer, “Will you please make a statement as to what you witnessed?”

“Them two guys came in with guns pulled, and told me to get on the floor face down.  I did, then one of them told Horace to come out of his office with his hands up.  I guess he did, but I didn’t see it, because I was face down, and my eyes were closed.  Then the other one, I could tell because his voice was deeper, told Eloise to fill the bag with all the money she had in her drawer.  The next thing I know, I heard shooting...three shots.  Pretty soon after the shooting stopped, you came to me and told me to come in here to the office.  That’s it, Jerry.”

“Okay, fine...you did good.  Now go on home, and take it easy.”

Eloise was putting her sign up, as the lady approached and, after a nod from Jerry, she opened the door for the lady, and wished her a good day.  After she left, Jerry told Eloise, “Please stand guard at the door.  Only let in Dr. Smith, the Mayor, and the City Attorney...but no one else.”

With still no sign of Horace, Jerry sighed as he made a call.  “Hi there, Dr. Smith...Jerry Bay here.  I need you, as our coroner, to come to the bank ASAP.  We’ve got two dead would-be bank robbers here, for you to do something with.”

“What, exactly?”

“I don’t know, you’re the coroner.”

“I’ll be right there.”

“Thank you.”

His next call was to the Mayor.  “We had an attempted robbery of the bank, and the two guys trying to hold it up are dead...they’re here on the bank floor.  Another fella and I killed them.  How about coming right over to the bank, and bring our City Attorney with you.”

“What?  What other fella?”

“A former U.S. Army solider...he just retired recently after 24 years.”

“Do I know him?”

“I wouldn’t think so.  Will you just please hurry over?  We need to figure out what we’re supposed to do in a case like this, I mean as far as an inquest is concerned.”  

Horace, who had gone directly to the staff rest room, appeared at that point.  He had gone in, taken off his pants and underpants.  The underpants were sopping, so he just tossed them into the sink until he cleaned himself, and tried to figure out what to do with his pants.  He washed himself the best he could, and dried himself with paper towels.  Then he patted his pants where they were wet.  Next he held the still damp area up in front of the hands dryer.  Satisfied he had them as dry as they were going to get, he put them on.  Looking at his underpants, he sighed.  As much as he’d like to just throw them in the trash, he didn’t want anyone to see them.  He sighed again, wrung them out the best he could, and then wrapped them in two paper towels. Disgusted with himself, and embarrassed, he put the wet underpants in his outer jacket pocket.  

Approaching Jerry, he asked, “Anything you want me to do?”

“Yeah let’s go into your office.  I want to get your statement, then you can relieve Eloise on door duty.”

The two men talked for a few minutes, and then Jerry suggested, “Why don’t you go home, pour yourself two fingers of your favorite booze, and call it a day.  Eloise and I can lock up when we leave.  You may as well go out the back door...your car is back there isn’t it?”

“Yes, but are you sure?”

“Yeah.  You’re a wreck, and she’s back together.  Having her mind off this deal, by taking care of being door monitor, is probably good for her.  One more thing, I’m certain me and the guy with me when I came in, were the only ones to see your predicament.  Neither one of us will say a word about it.  One woman was face down with her eyes closed, and Eloise was screaming her head off, so no way she even noticed.”

“Thanks, Jerry, you’re a good man.”

After Horace left, Jerry walked up to Eloise.  “I sent Horace home...he’s a wreck.  Do you mind staying with me until we get everyone in and out?”

“No, Jerry.  Good move sending Horace home...he looked like death warmed over when he came back from wherever he went.”

“To the potty...my guess would be he tossed his cookies, but don’t know for certain.”

Just then, the town doctor, Dr. Courtney Smith, arrived.  Jerry told her what had happened.  She looked over the two bodies for about a minute each, and then announced, “Both men died of a gunshot to the head.  I’ll write it up as such...I don’t think I need to do an autopsy, unless you do, Jerry.  It’s a bit cold to say so, but they had it coming.  Do you need me for anything else?” 

“No, thanks.  One thing, can you call the undertaker for me, and ask him to gather in the bodies?”

“Yes, be happy to.  See you around.”

As Eloise was letting her out, the Mayor and City Attorney arrived.  Jerry explained to them what had taken place, and then asked, “What is the procedure from here?”

The Mayor asked, “What procedure?”

Jerry sighed.  “I guess an inquest has to be done, but I’m thinking not by us.”

The Mayor and City Attorney looked at each other, before the City Attorney replied, “Probably a good idea for us not to do it, Jerry.  It might appear as though it was a whitewash or something of the sort...since you were involved.  Good thinking on your part.  No sense giving a defense attorney of the other guy some lame excuse to help his client.”

The Mayor nodded, and agreed, “I guess we could have the county handle it.  What do you think, Jerry?”

Jerry rubbed his chin, then suggested, “I have an idea who to call, to see if I can get an idea on what to do.”

The other two men nodded agreement, as Jerry made a call.  “Hi, friend.  We had an attempted bank robbery down here in Hardin.  Another fella and I shot both robbers...as they were pointing guns at us.  I’m thinking we shouldn’t hold the inquest here, since I was involved. The Mayor and City Attorney are in agreement with us not doing it, and it has been suggested maybe letting the county boys handle it.”

“You might hold off on that, let me do some checking.  But, I can’t get down to Hardin with it today...I’ve got something on the front burner up here.  How about around ten tomorrow morning?”

“That would be great, see you then.  I’ll meet you at the café, and after a cup of coffee, we can get together with the Mayor, and our City Attorney.”

“Done deal, see you then.”

While the three men had been talking, the undertaker arrived, and left with the bodies, after being told by Jerry that they would be in touch about what to do with them.  He was just leaving with the second body, when Jerry finished his call.  He told the Mayor and City Attorney who he had called, and what he had said.  They thought it was a good idea, and soon left.

Alone with Eloise, Jerry started to say something, when they saw Eloise’s husband at the door.  Jerry nodded.  “Let him in.”

He rushed in, took Eloise in his arms, gave her a kiss, and asked, “Are you okay, dear?” 

After she told him she was, he asked, “What happened, exactly?  The news is all over town, and each time I hear it, the tale grows.”

With Jerry’s help along the way, she explained everything.  When she finished, he replied, “Good grief, according to one story I heard, there was a major shootout, but, Jerry, you say only three shots were fired, and none by the robbers, right?”

“Correct, just as I told you.”

“Who was the other guy with you?  I heard he was some sort of soldier, and also that he was a nomad.”

“His name is Gene Foreman, and he is a recently retired U.S. Army Sergeant Major.  He was on a, what he called, a long trek, from Missouri.  His plan was to walk at least 100 miles, maybe 200, and hopefully pick up rides along the way for the rest.  According to him, he actually walked less than ten miles, due to getting so many rides.  Now, folks, it’s time to close this place up for the day.  I’ll speak to Horace about opening for a short period in the morning, but I’m not certain on that point.  Eloise, I guess you best figure on working tomorrow as normal.”

“I’ll be here bright and early.”

Her husband asked, “Jerry, where do you think I can find this guy, right now?  I want to shake his hand, and thank him.”

“Best guess is Nancy’s café.  He’s in what we used to call fatigues.”

***
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While Jerry was doing his thing, Gene was enjoying his burger and fries.  He had just a taken a bite, when a man rushed in all excited.  “Did you hear two guys tried to hold up the bank, and Jerry and another guy killed them?”

Nancy pointed at Gene, and replied, “This is the other guy, and he’s trying to enjoy his lunch.  So if you have nothing else, how about broadcasting your news elsewhere.”

The man’s mouth fell open, but he left without another word.

Nancy shook her head as she looked at Gene.  “See what I mean?”

Earlier, just after Gene had made his statement, the café soon emptied, with the customers tossing money on their tables, often well more than enough to cover their bill, and left.  At the time, Nancy had joked, “You certainly cleaned this place out, when you told everyone what had happened.  They all ran off to be the first to tell someone else.”

Now, Gene just nodded at her question, and kept on eating.  He was just finishing the hamburger, when Eloise’s husband came in, and walked right up to him, with his hand out.  “You’ve gotta be the solider I heard treated Eloise with loving care.  I’m her husband, and just came in to thank you for the way you treated her.”  

The two shook hands, and Gene replied, “You’re more than welcome.  I’m sorry she had to go through what she did.  It seems to me you’ve got yourself one super nice lady.”

“Thanks, I agree.  I’ve gotta run, just got off work to see how she was doing, after I heard about the deal at the bank.  Thanks again.  Hope to see you around.”

Shortly after he left, Gene ate his last two pieces of his French fry order, and slurped down the rest of his shake. Then he and Nancy talked a while, until Jerry came in.  As he walked to Gene, he looked at Nancy, and joked, “I certainly wish you served booze in this place.”

Nancy replied, “Willie has some cooking sherry back there, but I don’t think it tastes too good right out of the bottle.”

“I’ll pass.  Gene, I hate to tell you this, but you’re gonna have to spend a few days here, until we sort out what to do about an inquest.  It may be up to a week.”

“No problem, Jerry.  Can you recommend a good hotel I can bunk at, until you’re through with me?”

Before Jerry could respond, Nancy spoke up, “Hey, fella, if you don’t mind roughing it a little bit, I’ve got a not finished room you can sleep in.  My sister and I are rehabbing an old building, with the intent of opening a bed and breakfast.  Room and board for zippo.  One little thing, though, we could sorta use some help on a few things that have us stumped on the rehab...you game?”

Jerry burst into laughter, and Gene, knowing why, started laughing, too.

Jerry was slowing down a bit, as Nancy asked, “What?  What did I say to cause you two to go off the rails?”

Gene, still laughing, pointed at Jerry who was down to grinning, so he answered by telling the story of Gene, about why he decided to start off on his trek.  He included Gene having decided that rehabbing old buildings wasn’t in his future.

By the time he finished, Nancy was giggling, but not actually laughing, as she replied, “Sorry, Gene, I had no idea.  I can recommend a couple of nice hotels.”

Gene shook his head.  “Not so fast.  You offered free room and board until Jerry is finished with me, in exchange for some help with your project, right?”

“Yeah,”

Gene held out his hand, and said, “Deal.”

As she shook his hand, she asked, “Are you sure?”

“Yup.  In fact, if I like the accommodations, and the food, I might come back after I finish my trek, with a visit to Billings.”

At that point the man on the floor asked, “Hey, what about me?  Are you ever going let me up from this damned floor?”

Jerry came over to him, un-cuffed him, helped him up, and replied, “Yes.”

Then, as he put the cuffs back on, he added, “You are under arrest for any number of things, including threatening an officer of the law, being involved in an attempted robbery of our bank, and murder.”

“Murder!  I didn’t murder anyone.  You two guys killed my brother, and a good friend.  I was in here handcuffed to a café stool when you two did it.”

Jerry shot back, “For your information, stupid, if there is a loss of life during another crime, you’re good for murder charges.  It doesn’t matter who died.  Now come on, you’re going to our lockup, until I can find a permanent place to house you until your trial.  Gene, you better get your things out of my car.  I don’t plan on coming back here tonight, or over to Nancy and Beverly’s place, for that matter.”

As Jerry marched the prisoner out to his car, Gene followed along, got out his backpack, and patted Jerry on the back.  “Thanks for the lift.  You were right about the hamburger, it was first rate.  See you whenever.”

“Yeah, you take care...watch out for those two ladies...they’ve got slim pickings around here as to single men”

“What I’ve seen, and found out about Nancy, a guy could do worse.”

“Yeah, well, her sister is a real looker, too.”

Gene carried his bag inside, as Jerry drove off.  He set it down, and hurried around to the kitchen area.  He held out his hand to Willie.  “I want to shake the hand of the man who cooked the best darn hamburger I’ve ever eaten.  We weren’t properly introduced.  I’m Gene Foreman.”

As he shook the extended hand, Willie replied, “I’m Willie Mays Johnson.  And, just for the record, Nancy taught me everything I know about cooking...but glad you liked your burger.”

“Do your first and second names have anything to do with a certain ballplayer?”

“Everything to do with the great ballplayer.  My granddad and dad loved the guy...and not just because he was black, too.  There were white guys they loved, too.  I can’t begin to tell you how disappointed they were, when it turned out I couldn’t hit a lick.  I was what they called ‘good glove, no bat’ back in the day...or at least something like that.  I could hit the ball most times, but had trouble squaring it up.  Popups, and grounders, were my thing.”

“I went to high school with a guy like that.  Hit everything they threw at him, but never could square it up, either.  Turned out he had some strange eye problem.  He got it fixed, and is presently in triple A ball, in the Cardinals system.  Looks like he’ll get called up next year.  Have you ever had your eyes checked out?”

“Not really.”

Nancy, who had been listening to the two men, spoke up, “Well, Mr. Johnson, you go off to Dr. Smith tomorrow, after we close at noon.  I’ll get you the appointment in the morning.  Now then, Mr. Foreman, are you ready to go check out your new digs?  We normally close at three, and it’s ten to three now.  We’re closing early.  Let’s go...out the back door with you and your bag.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

As they headed toward the rear door of the café, Nancy called over her shoulder, “Lock her up, Willie.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

She drove them to her home, which was in the process of becoming the bed and breakfast business she and her sister planned on.  Inside, she called out, “Hey, sis, I hope you’re not running around half naked...we’ve got company.  A temporary tenant for our B&B.”

Beverly Olds Watson came out from the kitchen area, was quickly introduced to Gene and, as she looked him up and down, said, “Nancy, you know I don’t run around this place half undressed...but I’m thinking I might start doing so.”

“Knock it off, sis.  At least let the guy get moved in before you start with your flirting.  Come on, Gene, I’ll show you to your room.” 

When they walked into the second floor room, Gene looked around and, but for one wall, it looked ready for occupancy.  He thought it was nicely done, but then pointed at the unfinished wall, which had a large hole in it running from near the ceiling, to the floor.  “What’s that hole for?  You planning on stuffing a body in there, and then covering it over with drywall?”

“Yeah, your body if you keep up with the dumb jokes.  Get moved in, and then come on back downstairs.”
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Gene put his things up, and then looked around.  He felt that, but for the one wall, it was decorated in such a way men, and women, or both, would find it agreeable.  He also felt the king sized bed, and found it to be just as he liked it...firm, but not hard as a rock.  Next he went into the room’s bathroom, and whistled.  It was very well done, in his opinion, and had all new fixtures.  Seeing those, he decided if these two had been doing the work themselves, one of them, probably both, were more than just a bit strong, to have lugged the fixtures up the stairs.

Back downstairs, Nancy called out, “In here, in the kitchen, Gene.  It’s still a work in progress, as you’ll see.”

He walked in, immediately saw everything was in place, but the tile work wasn’t finished, nor had the new flooring been finished.  He also saw a large table, new he felt, in the middle of the room, with what had to be plans spread out on it.

Nancy saw him looking at the plans, and suggested, “Have a look.  See what you think.”

He looked them over carefully, and asked, “Did you have an architect do these?”

Beverly answered, “Nope, my brilliant sister did those.  She studied architecture in college, but dropped out.”

Gene looked at Nancy, and asked, “Why for?”

“I came home for summer break before my senior year.  As soon as I arrived, our folks dropped a bombshell.  They had bought a new home, sight unseen, near Tucson.  Well not totally sight unseen, they had seen pictures of it...inside and out, but by then still had never seen it firsthand.  I was told they planned to sell the café, and this old place they had originally planned to rehab and live in.  The more they thought about it, the more they liked the idea of getting out of the cold of Montana during the winter.  Anyhow, in ensuing conversations, they told me if I really wanted to own and run the café, they’d give it to me, along with this place.  The home they lived in had already been sold.  The café has an upstairs apartment, empty at the time, which I moved into.  Their other piece of property, a large plot of land they had sold half of for almost a half million bucks, they were giving to both of us, sis and me.  They suggested we sit on it, and only sell it when the price went up to a point we simply had to consider selling it.  It was sort of a planned retirement fund for the two of us.

“Knowing sis was supposedly happily married, with a great job of her own, and living in Los Angeles, I figured there was no way she’d be coming home anytime soon, so I placed an ad in the Billings newspaper, and wound up hiring Willie.  Then six months later, with mom and dad enjoying life in Tucson, well actually a town or village, or something, called Marana, sis dumped the lowlife jerk she was married to, and came home.  

“She didn’t come home empty handed.  They had bought a home, and in a few years had paid it off, so when she decided to divorce the worthless jerk, who nobody in the family ever liked, they sold it...for close to a million bucks.  The divorce settlement gave half to each of them.  They had maintained their own checking accounts after marriage, and sis got to keep all of her account, and whatshisface got his.  But, during the divorce proceedings, he asked for alimony, since sis had a much higher paying job, even though his was pretty good.  Sis then dropped her own bombshell...she announced she had quit her job, and maybe he could pay her alimony.  That didn’t fly, but she walked away with all her money, and came home.

“She came prancing into the café, and announced she was home to stay.  The upstairs apartment I was living in was barely sufficient for one person, but we moved her in, and we made it work...somehow.  Then, brilliant sister of mine, came up with the idea to rehab this place, and live in it as we did.  She felt I could draw up the plans you just looked at, and we could get with the program.  Well, so far it’s working out pretty well, though it took us six months to get it livable for the two of us.  The main snag we’ve run into is central heating and air conditioning.  As you saw in your room, we’ve got holes made for the ductwork, but don’t really have any idea of how to go about installing it.  I hope you do.”

“As a matter of fact, you’re in luck.  I had the same problem in the old place I bought.  It was a pain in the rump, but it’s installed...and working.  Do you have a furnace and A/C unit installed yet?”

“Yeah, that we’ve done.  We’ve also bought the material for the ductwork.  Some of it’s in the basement, the rest of it is sitting at the hardware store...though they are sorta interested in when we’ll have them deliver it.”

“You may as well get it delivered...if snow comes, we can cover it, assuming you have ample space in your backyard.  I can do some of work, but for some I’ll need special tools.  I have them, but they’re in Missouri.  I’ll be days getting to the point I need them...if you keep me around until when we need them, we’ll figure something out.  Knowing the fella I came all this way to see is actually still in Billings, and not likely to be going anywhere, I guess there is no rush for me to go there.  For now, let’s check out what you have here.”

Beverly asked, “Do you really want to start working already?  How about getting an early start tomorrow?”

“May as well get with it.  I don’t sit around and do nothing too well.”

Nancy asked, “Okay then, but when do you want to eat?”

“After the wonderful, large hamburger, and the mammoth order of fries...not to mention the shake, I’m full.”

Nancy replied, “You didn’t answer my question.  How about six or six-thirty?”

“Fine, now let’s go see what you have in the way of ductwork.  One question, the ones you’ll have delivered...are they pre-formed, or flat sheets?”

Beverly answered, “Both, but mostly pre-formed.  If Nancy has this figured out correctly, which she almost always does, the pre-formed ones should fit the holes they’re intended for.”

“Great.”

They then went to the basement, and the three of them carried several of the pieces there up the stairs.  They also carried some tools the ladies had, and when everything was done, Gene asked, “What are you two going to work on while I start up here?”

Nancy answered, “The kitchen.  We want to get it finished.”

“I’ve got one more question.  I noticed a fire in the fireplace, is that your only source of heat as things now stand?”

“Yeah, Gene,” Beverly answered, before she added, “We’ve got several cords of wood out back.  Feel free to carry some in, as time allows.”

“Yes, ma’am...I got the message.”

All three were grinning, as the two ladies left Gene to his project.  As he started sorting out what went where, he could hear the ladies talking in the kitchen when they returned there.  They decided on who was going to do what, and then started to work.  As they worked, Nancy grumbled, “Hey, sis, how about cooling it a bit with Gene.  Your crack, after you looked him up and down like a tigress about to pounce, about running around half naked, was over the top.”

“Hold on, little sister.  I saw the way you two were looking at each other, and I was just tossing my hat in the ring.  You brought home one very hot hunk, and anytime he wants to put his shoes under my bed, he can do so...and I plan on letting him know it, too.”

“You’re impossible, Bev.  I admit he is a ‘hunk’ as you called him, and I admit I might be interested...am interested.  But, blatantly asking him to join one of us in bed, is beyond the pale.”

Before Beverly could respond, Gene standing near one of the wall holes, the one right above the kitchen, asked, “Hey, gals, can you hear me?”

Nancy answered, “Yeah, what do you need?”

“Think about it.”

It hit Nancy first, and she responded, “If we can hear you, you can hear us.  You’ve been eavesdropping on our conversation, haven’t you?”

“I wouldn’t call it ‘eavesdropping’ since I’m just working away, and happen to be able to hear what you’re saying, due to the holes in the walls going from the basement to the second floor.  Other than standing up here blushing at your kind words about me, I am finding it hard to concentrate on what I’m doing.”

Beverly shot back, “Yeah, what you heard out of my mouth, you can take to the bank.  You might have the hots for my sister, but don’t let it stop you from dropping by my room anytime you please...the door is never locked.”

Nancy screeched, “Beverly, stop it!”

Gene was laughing by then, but suggested, “How about we get back to work, ladies?”

The two in the kitchen grinned at each other, and then got back to work.  By six, all three were amazed at how much they had actually accomplished...when Nancy shouted, “Chow time, worker bee...come on down from your ivory tower.”

Walking into the kitchen, Gene noticed how much the ladies had managed to finish, and was impressed.  The wall tile was all installed, and most of the kitchen floor was as well.  He also noticed both ladies were cooking, with the table already set for three.

Beverly glanced over her shoulder, and asked, “How goes the ductwork?”

“Who sleeps in the bedroom nearest the corner where I was working?”

Beverly smiled as she asked, “Why are you planning on a visit tonight?”

“It depends on who sleeps there, Beverly.”

She replied, “Oh boy, you really threw that one back in my face...it’s my room.”

Both Nancy and Gene noted Beverly had stopped there, without asking the question about the likelihood of Gene visiting during the night.  They looked at each other, Gene winked, Nancy grinned, and Beverly sighed.

Not knowing exactly where the wood supply was stacked, Gene went out the back door off the kitchen, and immediately saw the very large pile of wood.  He managed to get a big armload, went to the back door, and kicked on it.  Nancy hurried to the door, opened it, and stood aside as Gene walked in, and right on into the living room.

When he returned, Beverly pointed at the chair between two other place settings, and ordered, “Sit, sire, your meal is prepared.”

Gene asked, “Do I have time to go wash up?”

Nancy answered, “Yup, the downstairs bathroom is down the hall on the left...first door.  We keep all the downstairs doors closed, to keep the rooms down here from robbing our heat.”

As they ate, Gene looked at Beverly.  “Back to the matter of who sleeps in your room, the duct for it is now hooked up to the furnace, and ready to go.  Of course, if we fire up said furnace, it won’t have much benefit to you, and will waste a bunch of energy, because the warm air will be shooting out all over the place from unvented openings.”
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