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Chapter 1


	 

	“Peewee, you really shouldn’t place coins on the eyes of the dead body,” Ginny Dove said while they rode together in the police car.

	Sitting by her niece in the rear seat, Cricket snickered.

	“Are you sure?” Deputy Sheriff Peewee Stubblefield in the shotgun seat consulted his clipboard. They were reviewing the steps to his processing a murder scene checklist. “We’re supposed to offer comfort, so I wrote it down.”

	“Who told you to use coins?” Ginny asked.

	“Roosevelt is my boss,” Peewee replied.

	Sheriff Roosevelt Baker who was driving the patrol car pretended to ignore Ginny’s troubled expression.

	“Roosevelt, is it true?” Ginny asked. “Did you tell Peewee such a thing?”

	“I instructed Peewee to be empathetic,” Roosevelt said. “We know some families take comfort in using the old customs.”

	Cricket snickered louder. 

	“You’re so full of blarney you’d put a leprechaun to shame,” Ginny said.

	“It’s part of my prodigious Irish charm,” Roosevelt said, winking at her in the rearview mirror.

	“I know Irish charm when I see it,” Ginny said. “I haven’t seen much of it in you.”

	“Don’t stop looking, my darling,” Roosevelt said. “It’s there, just well hidden.”

	“You lovebirds can discuss it later,” Cricket said. “We’re on a new murder case.”

	“Hoyt Dunbar makes it what now?” Peewee asked.

	“My grim tally is three murders,” Ginny replied. “Roosevelt, you’re the official scorekeeper. Is this murder number three?”

	Roosevelt nodded. “Unfortunately, you are correct.” 

	“We’ve seen enough corpses to film a remake of Arsenic and Old Lace,” Cricket said.

	“Quit exaggerating,” Ginny said. “We’ve hit a rough patch is all.”

	“Some rough patch,” Cricket said. “Who made the squeal, fellows?”

	“Huh?” Roosevelt and Peewee said in unison.

	“Don’t you watch cop movies?” Cricket asked. “Who reported Hoyt’s murder?” 

	“His wife Elsa contacted Peewee,” Roosevelt said.

	“The murder victim’s spouse or significant other is the first murder suspect to look at,” Cricket said.

	“I’ve heard the same thing,” Ginny said.

	“Then Elsa Dunbar should top our murder suspects list,” Peewee said. 

	Roosevelt nodded. “We’re off to a rip-roaring start just the way I like it,” he said.

	“Rip-roaring is how we operate,” Peewee said.  

	“Slow your roll, fellows,” Ginny said.

	Roosevelt toed the brake pedal, decreasing their speed.

	“It’s an expression,” Ginny said. “I mean let’s not jump to conclusions and get ahead of ourselves.”

	“Actually, I braked for a squirrel,” Roosevelt said.

	Cricket glanced at Ginny. “Two words: we’re doomed,” Cricket murmured.

	“I heard that wisecrack,” Roosevelt said.

	“Aunt Cricket, be nice,” Ginny said. “You promised me you’d be on your best behavior.”

	“What you see is my best behavior,” Cricket said.

	“Did you remember to wear your snoop hat?” Ginny asked.

	“I punched two holes in it to set over my devil horns,” Cricket replied. 

	“Where is Cutie Pie?” Ginny asked.

	“My therapy cat is in my tote bag,” Cricket replied. “He’s curled up taking one of his numerous daily catnaps.”

	“Did you tell him we have a new murder?” Ginny asked.

	“He knows it without my having to tell him,” Cricket replied. “Like us, he also has a nose for murder.”

	“That’s a humdinger of a cat you’ve got, Cricket,” Peewee said.

	“He’s worth his weight in grits,” Cricket said.

	“Okay, here we are,” Roosevelt said. “Peewee, don’t forget your handy dandy checklist. Ginny, bring your insightful questions. Cricket, leave your snarky comments in the patrol car.”

	“Why do I always get stuck with the hardest task?” Cricket asked.  

	They parked in the gravel lot at Lake Arrowhead, actually more of a large pond. The No Swimming and No Boating signs lined the beachfront. Aspens, willows, and birches surrounded the rest of the serene body of water. The owner had died the previous summer and bequeathed it to the town to use as a public recreational area. 

	Lake Arrowhead was a popular family spot in Canaan. Ginny along with her seven-year-old son Boone and Marge, her live-in mother and babysitter, had enjoyed their Sunday afternoon picnics here. However, Ginny’s return this morning was no picnic. Murder had cast its ominous pall over it. She fought off another shiver. 

	“Where is Elsa?” Cricket asked. “Where is Hoyt’s dead body? Where is the first clue?”

	“The red Mini Cooper is her car,” Ginny replied. “The blue pickup truck belonged to Hoyt.”

	“Elsa told me Hoyt came to repair the pavilion’s leaky roof,” Peewee said. “She drove over later to bring his brown bag lunch, which he’d forgotten. She found him sprawled out on the grass dead as a lead pipe.”

	“I’d say that’s one dead roofer,” Cricket said.

	“Did she think he’d slipped and tumbled off the ladder or roof?” Ginny asked.

	“She did until she rolled him over and saw the bloody bullet wound,” Peewee replied. “He sustained a fatal round a short inch below his ticker.”

	“Hoyt probably didn’t hear the gunshot,” Roosevelt said. “He died as quick as that.” He snapped his fingers.

	Peewee swallowed, his gulp audible. “I recommend we invest in a pair of night vision goggles and wear them while investigating Hoyt’s murder under the cover of night when it’s safer.”

	“Great idea,” Roosevelt said. 

	“Do Ginny and I also get night vision goggles?” Cricket asked.

	“Why? Neither of you are professional crime fighters,” Roosevelt said. 

	“What are we supposed to do?” Cricket asked.

	“Just follow behind Peewee and me in the dark,” Roosevelt said. 

	“I have a better idea,” Cricket said. “We’ll put on the night vision goggles, and you guys can follow us in the dark. Right, Ginny?”

	“Your idea appeals to me a lot more than Roosevelt’s does,” Ginny replied.

	“The only fair way to decide who wears the night vision goggles is to flip a coin,” Peewee said.

	“That’s kids’ stuff,” Cricket said. “Let’s draw cards or roll the dice.”

	“No way if we’re using your marked cards or loaded dice,” Peewee said.

	“Are you calling me a cheater?” Cricket asked. 

	“Just color me skeptical,” Peewee replied.

	“Those are fighting words, Peewee,” Cricket said. “Put up your dukes.”

	“All right, quit your squabbling,” Roosevelt said. “I’ll buy us four night vision goggles. Is everybody happy now?”

	Cutie Pie poked his whiskered head up from the tote bag and meowed.

	“Don’t forget Cutie Pie,” Cricket said. “He should also wear his feline night vision goggles.”

	“Hush now, Aunt Cricket,” Ginny said. 

	“Might we stop talking and start investigating?” Roosevelt said.

	 “Which questions do we ask Elsa?” Ginny asked.

	“Ask her if she’s the dirty dog who shot and killed her hubby Hoyt,” Cricket replied.

	A middle-aged woman stalked into view from out of the pavilion’s shadow. Tall, angular, and lanky, she had a pointy chin, high forehead, and aquiline nose. She raised her bony hand and shaded her eyes as she studied the patrol car, intent on seeing who’d responded to her phone call. Her faded bib overalls had survived multiple washings, and she’d sewn on several patches, including those on the knees. She lowered her hand as they left the patrol car and ambled over to join her.

	“Boy, am I glad to see you folks.” Elsa favored a rusty twang slurring the vowels. “This morning has been a trying one let me tell what.”

	“We’re sorry for your tremendous personal loss, Elsa,” Ginny said. 

	“Thank you,” Elsa said, nodding. “Leaving here and returning to our house as a new widow is weird and heartbreaking. I’ll get through it, though.”

	“I can relate to the widow part,” Ginny said. “Having a family member or close friend around for support helps you get over the initial hump.”

	“My sister Dora farms up near Stuart’s Draft,” Elsa said. “Maybe I’ll call her when I get back to the house.”

	“Dora will be glad to hear from you at a trying time like this,” Ginny said. 

	“I came right after I heard the bad news,” Roosevelt said. 

	Peewee made a sharp throat noise.

	“Deputy Sheriff Stubblefield and I wasted no time coming after you spoke to him,” Roosevelt said.

	“We should give proper credit where proper credit is due,” Peewee said.

	“Where did you find Hoyt?” Roosevelt asked.

	Elsa pointed at a spot past the pavilion. “He’s lying over there. All I did was flip him over for a look-see. I nearly had a heart attack.”

	“Is anything missing like his wallet or truck keys?” Roosevelt asked.

	“Everything is still on him,” Elsa replied. 

	“Did you check for a pulse?” Roosevelt asked.

	Elsa snorted a baleful laugh. “One look and you know he’s with the heavenly choir. Follow me, Sheriff, and I’ll show you.”

	Elsa turned and took a pace toward her slain husband.

	Queasy, Roosevelt was quick to reply. “The ME is coming right behind us. She’s in charge of processing the dead body, and I rely on her professional expertise.”

	“Doctor Coffinberger is tops,” Peewee said. “We’ve observed her work up close.”

	“I’m assuming control of the murder scene,” Roosevelt said. “You may stand here and watch us but don’t go any closer to Hoyt’s dead body.”

	“I won’t get in your way,” Elsa said. “Hoyt and I said our final goodbyes.” She gazed off at the gray lake’s placid surface. “I don’t know who did this to my Hoyt, but I want his killer prosecuted and punished.” She gaped at them. “Hoyt deserves his justice, Sheriff. I aim to see that he gets it. Am I clear?”

	Roosevelt nodded. “Were you at home after he left for work?”

	“I was busy as a funeral home fan in July baking snowflake biscuits for our church picnic on the grounds,” Elsa replied. 

	“Had he unhitched his collapsible ladder or retrieved his tool belt from his pickup truck when you got here?” Roosevelt asked.

	“He’d just arrived and was probably trying to pinpoint where the leak is on the roof when he got waylaid,” Elsa replied.

	“How have things been going at the Dunbars’ house?” Roosevelt asked. 

	“Well…,” Elsa replied.

	Roosevelt didn’t miss Ginny’s glance at him. 

	“Well have you got a story for me?” Roosevelt asked.

	“As you would imagine, every marriage goes through its peaks and valleys,” Elsa replied. “Ours was no different.” 

	“Then tell me about your latest valley,” Roosevelt said.

	“I’ll just say the summer doldrums were getting on our nerves and leave it at that,” Elsa replied.

	“Uh-huh,” Roosevelt said. He wanted to pry more out of her, but she wasn’t opening up. However, Ginny didn’t mind pressing the issue.

	“What did you and Hoyt quarrel over?” Ginny asked.

	“Who said we quarreled over anything?” Elsa replied.

	“Was it over money?” Ginny asked. 

	“Look, I just found my husband murdered,” Elsa replied. “Can we do this later?”

	“We should cover up Hoyt,” Ginny said.

	“I have nothing,” Roosevelt said. “Cricket, did you bring anything in your tote bag?”

	“Do I look like an undertaker?” Cricket replied. “I don’t make a habit of carrying around body bags or burial shrouds.” 

	“I have a few questions if I may ask them,” Peewee said. 

	“You?” Roosevelt looked surprised and mildly amused. “Questioning the suspects and witnesses falls under the sheriff’s responsibilities.”

	Peewee tapped his knuckle on the clipboard. “You left out a couple of the steps on my murder scene checklist.”

	“Go ahead then,” Roosevelt said.

	“Did Hoyt have any known enemies?” Peewee asked as he checked it off.

	“None that I ever heard about,” Elsa replied. 

	“Did he own a handgun or have access to one?” Peewee asked.

	“He didn’t keep one at our house since I have no parts with them,” Elsa replied. “If he owned a handgun, he never told me. He used to deer hunt, but it was years ago.”

	“Have you any idea who may’ve done this to him?” Peewee asked.

	“I’m totally baffled,” Elsa replied. 

	“That should do it,” Peewee said.

	 “But really now, who packed enough hate and rage to gun down Hoyt in cold blood?” Elsa asked.

	“You needn’t worry about who the murderer is,” Roosevelt said. “I’ll run the homicide investigation and make the timely arrest.”

	Peewee did the throat-clearing reminder.

	“My deputy sheriff assists me,” Roosevelt said. 

	“Why are Ginny and Cricket with you?” Elsa asked. 

	 “Explaining what Aunt Cricket and I do is difficult,” Ginny replied. “The snooping bug bit us on a previous homicide investigation, and we never recovered from it.” 

	“Doesn’t that beat all?” Elsa smiled, however slight, for the first time. “You have the perfect reason to be nosy as a polecat.”

	“Is that a problem for you?” Cricket asked.

	“I’d be a moron if I said it is,” Elsa replied. “I don’t care if you’re little green aliens from Venus. If you can find who’s responsible for Hoyt’s murder, then you have my eternal gratitude.” 

	“Here comes Doctor Coffinberger,” Roosevelt said, looking off at the van coming in on the access road into Lake Arrowhead. “Elsa, stick around town for the next few days.”

	“I’ll be here making the funeral arrangements and whatnot,” Elsa said. 

	“First, we’ll perform the autopsy on Hoyt,” Roosevelt said. 

	“We?” Cricket said.

	“All right, Doctor Coffinberger will do it,” Roosevelt said. “Deputy Sheriff Stubblefield will be there to observe and take notes.”

	“Gee, thanks, Roosevelt,” Peewee said. “You’re so kind to stick me with spending the morning at the morgue.”

	Roosevelt had a sly smirk. “Embrace it as a part of your learning process. Just think, someday you’ll fill my shoes and wear the town sheriff’s badge.”

	Peewee grunted.

	“I think you should accompany Peewee to Hoyt’s autopsy,” Cricket said. “Two heads are better than one, especially while you’re working at the morgue.”

	“I don’t recall asking you for your opinion,” Roosevelt said.

	“You’ll hear my opinion whether you solicit it or not,” Cricket said. 

	“If Roosevelt refuses to come, are you interested in joining me?” Peewee asked.

	“Thanks for asking but I have to care for my cats,” Cricket replied. “Maybe I will the next time.”

	“Sheriff, it looks as if you and I will be at the morgue bright and early to observe Hoyt’s autopsy,” Peewee said. “I’ll bring the clipboard and paper to compose our new checklist.”

	“Whoopee,” Roosevelt said.

	Peewee dug into his trouser’s pocket and removed a pair of shiny new quarters. He held them in his palm outstretched to Roosevelt.

	“You don’t owe me ten cents,” Roosevelt said.

	“Put the nickels on the eyes of the deceased,” Peewee said.

	“Peewee, you’re such an amateur,” Roosevelt said. “Everybody knows you’re supposed to put 25-cent pieces on the deceased’s eyes.” 

	




Chapter 2


	 

	By the time Ginny returned to the Blue Apron Diner, the folks had finished eating breakfast, paid their tabs, and cleared out. She pitched in with Olive Spriggs, her best friend and business partner, to clean up and prepare for serving the lunchtime customers who swarmed into the diner every bit as hungry. Mel and Jan, their capable high school assistants, had gone downstairs to inventory the diner supplies like paper napkins and paper towels. They’d also wash the new baking sheets, cutting boards, and mixing bowels Ginny had ordered from the restaurant supply store.    

	Meantime, Olive scraped down the hot grill, and Ginny tallied up the morning receipts in the cash register. Their take was typical for a Monday morning shift. They divided the tips deposited in the glass tip jar at the day’s end. Every morning before opening, Ginny salted the tip jar with a ten-dollar bill. At the day’s end, they counted the quarters, one-dollar bills, and occasional five.  

	The hard times hadn’t struck Canaan as hard as it had some of the neighboring towns. The Blue Apron Diner made higher profits some months than it did in others. However, Ginny refused to compromise her principles to sell liquor at a sit-down bar to boost the bottom line. She had put her plan to install a new floor of mosaic tiling on hold for the time being. 

	The 40-seat Blue Apron Diner had its peculiar quirks. A glass brick wall surrounded the front entrance letting in its shimmery translucence. The blue, button-tufted booths lined the left side, and the oak tables outfitted the remaining floor space. Karaoke and pinball had no place there. Neither did the new restaurant trend to use smaller high-top tables and barstools as a way to squeeze in more diners. Olive had a jukebox brought in, but if you weren’t a country music fan, you were plumb out of luck.

	“My autumn clothes hanging up in the closet must’ve shrunk since last year,” Ginny said.

	“You know what’s amazing?” Olive said. “My autumn clothes did the same darn thing.”

	“Is it from the increased humidity this time of the year?” 

	“Something in the air sure makes the fabrics shrink.”

	Ginny laughed. “Okay, so I know I’ve stacked on a few extra pounds.”

	“You’re still skinny as a street waif. Buddy told me I’m ready to be fitted for a whale’s blowhole.”

	“He must enjoy sleeping alone on the living room sofa.”

	Olive chuckled. “Did I tell you his latest man cave story?”

	“Is it a clean story you can tell at a family diner?”

	“As you know, his man cave is an actual rock cave he discovered just up the mountainside from our house.”

	“You said he fixed it up with a flat screen TV, track lighting, and recliners for him and the guys to kick back in and watch the VPI football games and NASCAR. What’s your man cave story?”

	“Evidently, he didn’t check to make sure his man cave didn’t already have an occupant. I asked him several times about it, and all I got was the signature Buddy Spriggs grunt. You know the infuriating one I mean.”

	“His laziness can only spell trouble.”

	Olive nodded. “Last night we lay asleep when a fierce growl woke me up. I thought Buddy was snoring. I prodded and poked him to roll over in bed. Just as I was drifting off, I heard the growl again, only it was louder. And angrier.”

	“I guess by then you determined he wasn’t snoring.”

	“The growls came from the yard, and I’ve never heard a more unnerving, blood-curdling noise.”

	“Did you wake up Buddy?”

	“You know I did. He batted away my hands, but I kept shaking him while Mr. Black Bear growled and snarled. I like to have suffered a stroke between the bedsheets.”

	Ginny was laughing. “How did he react when you told him about the noise?” 

	“He said I’d been having a bad dream and to go back to sleep. We’d then talk about it over our morning coffee.”

	“You probably wanted to wring his neck.”

	“I hadn’t been dreaming, and my ears weren’t playing tricks on me. Mr. Black Bear was on our premises, and he wasn’t leaving until he settled things with Buddy.”

	“This is a riot. What happened next?”

	“The loudest bear growl yet made Buddy’s hair stand up on end. He told me to get the broom and shoo it away. Kiss my grits, I told him. Then he had the bright idea to tranquilize it.”

	“I didn’t know you own a tranquilizer rifle.”

	“We don’t even have a squirt gun, and that’s where his bright idea fell apart. Mr. Black Bear was mauling the door to his man cave, and Buddy went into shock, speaking in gibberish.”

	“Clearly, he was no help to you in that state.” 

	“I shook him until his teeth rattled like dice, and he got back his sense. Or so I thought but I was wrong. He begged me to go rescue the 12-year-old bottle of scotch he kept in his man cave. I just stared at him. Long story short, Mr. Black Bear finally left us alone, but he’ll return since we resolved nothing.”

	“You tell a funny tale when I need a laugh.”

	“I thought you’d like hearing it.” Olive removed her smartphone from an apron pocket. She looked for any text messages, and Buddy hadn’t sent her one since she last checked ten minutes ago. “Who are your murder suspects?” 

	“All we have is Elsa who might be a long shot.”

	“It’s still early, and you never can tell. How’s she doing?”

	“She’s upset but she doesn’t show it as much as I would have.”

	“You never displayed a lot of emotion when the bad news came about Herman killed in action over there.”

	“I was hurting plenty on the inside, but I’m over the worst of it. My heart goes out to Elsa, and I’d like to help Roosevelt solve Hoyt’s murder. Can you handle running the diner while I’m out doing stuff with him?”

	Olive nodded. “Mel and Jan will back me up. If we get busy, Marge can fill in for a few hours like she’s done in the past.”

	“Boone will sit in the kitchen and enjoy playing his video games. He was playing them half the night in his bedroom and sleeping during the day on the sofa. Grandma caught on to his scheme, and he now sleeps at night like the rest of us do.”

	Olive arose from the booth and straightened up the chairs at the tables while Ginny tidied the place settings, the silverware lined up just so. 

	“Have you met Lamar Hammond?” Olive asked. “I don’t know if he’s eaten in here during your shifts.”

	“His name sounds vaguely familiar. Is he from Canaan?”

	“Lamar was born up the valley near Lexington I believe he said. He visited our small town once or twice and liked it enough to move here. He bought the old Farnsworth cottage. Remember Mildred Farnsworth? She taught the first grade for a half-century before she retired and shortly afterward passed away.”

	“Mildred was a dear. Where does Lamar work?”

	“He’s proud to call himself a retired gentleman of leisure.”

	“We don’t get too many retirees who live here. Most of them gravitate to the warmer climes in Florida and Georgia. Where did he work?”

	“He’s a Ph.D. who taught American literature at VPI. After shaping eager young minds for several generations, he decided there’s more to life, so he took his pension and left academia.”

	“Is he married?”

	“He said he’s divorced twice, and both of his exes live in Texas just as the song goes.”

	“Kids?”

	“None that he knows about is how he puts it.”

	“Does he have any kinfolk living here?”

	“None that he’d claim or who’d claim him.”

	“He and you must’ve had a lively chat.”

	“It was a slow afternoon, and Lamar could talk a glass eye to sleep. Maybe giving all those college lectures turned him into a chatterbox who likes the sound of his voice.”

	“Does he like his retirement in our rustic mountain hamlet?”

	“He said he’s never been any busier. He’s gone to every show held at Huckleberry Pavilion, so your Aunt Cricket will love him for spending his money there. He drops by Mrs. Rosencrantz’s used bookshop once a week and stocks up on his reading material.”

	“I would think he’s read Moby Dick, The Scarlet Letter, and Light in August more than a few times already.”

	“He says he’s finished with reading Literature spelled with a capital L, and now he devours literature spelled with a lower case l. He reads strictly for his personal enjoyment.”

	“What are his guilty reading pleasures?”

	“He rattled off a list of male authors I’ve never heard of since I usually read women authors. Buddy would probably recognize them since he’s been known to read a book or two while he’s loafing in his man cave.”

	“Did Lamar mention if he likes to read in his cottage?”

	“He reads outdoors in the summertime. He gave me a short sermon on the evils of running the air conditioner.” 

	“Who’d turn off their air conditioner during the dog days of August?”

	“He didn’t convert me. Anyway, Lake Arrowhead is his favorite place to read in the early morning before the parents with their kids and picnic baskets arrive. He takes a patio chaise lounge, and an ice chest filled with bottles of grape soda and root beer. I warned him to not to skimp on the suntan lotion.”

	Ginny felt a chill of excitement race down her back. “Does he go everyday to Lake Arrowhead?” 

	“I imagine so unless it’s raining or too windy.”

	“Was he at the Lake Arrowhead pavilion reading when Hoyt pulled up in his pickup truck this morning?”

	“The chances are good Lamar was there. Did he murder Hoyt?”

	“Even if he didn’t, he may’ve seen somebody fleeing or heard something like the gunshot.”

	“You should pass the tip on to Roosevelt.”

	“If I do he’ll send Peewee who’ll mess up questioning Lamar.”

	“Roosevelt is the town sheriff, and his job is to decide how to handle questioning Lamar,” Olive said. 

	Ginny smiled. “Of course you’re right.” 

	***

	Saying a hasty prayer, Ginny raced through the red traffic light. A motorist who had the green light didn’t hit her broadside. She felt her pulse throbbing in her neck. Fear parched her throat. She gripped the steering wheel tighter.  Crazy thoughts beset her. Motherhood was overrated, and she wanted to drop out. 

	How much did it cost? She’d pay the cancellation fee. Did she give her credit card number to opt out? She drew in a breath, exhaled it. Focus, she thought. She was Boone’s mother, and that was that. She was so agitated she couldn’t think straight. However, she had to stay in the moment and not freak out.  

	Earlier, Marge had phoned Ginny working at the diner. Boone had slipped and fallen off the porch railing. He landed hard enough to lose consciousness. Marge scooped him up in her arms and drove him to the Emergency Room, probably in the same panic as Ginny’s was now. She floored the gas, and the engine growled as the car lurched ahead, gaining speed. 

	I wish I had a daughter, Ginny thought. I don’t mean it. Or maybe I do. If it spared me from having another scare like this one, I’d trade in a son for a daughter. I’d name her Skylar, and she wouldn’t climb up on things, especially with her leg in a cast. My son fractured his ankle while he was riding a dirt bike down a mountainside. What had he been thinking? Does he even stop to think before he acts? 

	Ginny parked the car and scoffed at the parking meter. Whose asinine idea was it to charge for ER parking? She didn’t bring any dimes, quarters, or whatever the parking meter demanded. Did the hospital employ a perky meter maid humming around on a Segway transporter? If Ginny got a parking ticket, she’d refuse to pay the fine. She’d fire off a scathing letter to the stuffy bureaucrat in charge of the parking lot collections.

	She stiff-armed her way through the double-swing doors. She braced herself to face the ER’s deafening chaos. She’d seen them on the TV medical shows. The PA system blared out, “Code Red! Stat! Paging Doctor Such and Such!” Wheelchairs and gurneys jammed the waiting area. White-coated nurses and doctors whisked by. However, finding the ER empty and hushed stunned her. She stood there, gaping about the place. Had the doctors and nurses gone on vacation? Who cared for Boone? Where was he?

	“Hello? Hello there.” Ginny listened. “Is anybody here? Do I sign in? Do I push a button for service? Or flip a switch? Hello?”

	Marge appeared from behind a hospitable cubicle curtain like at a magician’s stage show. She looked haggard but bore the trace of a smile. Pressing Ginny’s clammy hand between hers, Marge reassured Ginny.

	“Boone is fine,” Marge said. “The ER doctor said he just had the wind knocked out of him. He shows no signs of a concussion.”

	“Thank goodness we dodged a bullet,” Ginny said. “Why does the ER have no patients?”

	“Maybe Boone is the only person who gets hurt during the daytime.”

	“Is he awake? Can I see him?”

	“He’s fully alert and back to his old devilish self. The ER doctor will be finished with him in a few minutes.”

	“Why did he climb up on the porch railing?”

	“You wouldn’t believe it if I told you.”

	“Try me, Mom. I’m pretty open-minded when it comes to anything my willful son does.”

	“Timmy Weybright triple dog dared Boone to walk on the porch railing as if it was a tightrope.”
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