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Detective Lieutenant Ward Newman of the Troy, Missouri Police Department was sleeping soundly when his wife, Betty, came out of their bathroom adjacent to the master bedroom, and shook him awake.  

“Hey, honey, we’ve got a problem.”

“What, what is it?”

“The toilet is not flushing properly again, it’s even running over just a bit...and I think the plunger is downstairs.  Could you run down and get it, please?” 

While her leg was much better that it had been two and a half years previously, when she was discharged from the Army with a medical discharge, running up and down the stairs was not something she needed to be doing.  

Ward nodded, got up, and hurried downstairs, to return with the plunger in hand.  He went into the bathroom, without a word at any point since he got up.  After plunging away, he flushed the toilet, and wasn’t satisfied with the slowness of the water flow.  He sighed, and still never having spoken a word, except for an off-colored word he muttered, headed back down the stairs.

When he returned, with the plunger slung on his shoulder, he grunted, “That’ll do for now...I hope.  But, I’m giving good old Aldo a call in the morning...first thing in the morning.”

Betty was giggling, and before she could respond, Ward asked, “What?”

“You running all over the house without a stich on...made even funnier with that plunger on your shoulder like a rifle, or something.”

“Yeah, that’s me, Betty Newman’s personal naked plumber.  Would you like a song and dance to go with my routine?”

“No thank you.  I do have a question though.  What is Aldo gonna do about this.  Shouldn’t we call a real plumber, to replace my naked one on the job?”

“Darling wifee, Aldo did the rehab on this place, as you no doubt know.  That included installing new plumbing up here, in case you’ve forgotten.  He messed up, he can fix it.  Now, if you don’t mind, I’m going back to bed...right after I put this plunger in the bathroom, and wash my hands.”

“No need to be so sarcastic.  But, I do see your point.”

***
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In the morning, when they were up, and dressed, Ward kissed Betty, and suggested, “You go ahead on in to the café.  I’ll fix something here.  I plan to wait on my dear friend to arrive with his snake...if he has such a thing.”

Betty chuckled, kissed him again, and then headed down the stairs. The café Ward had mentioned was Hank & Ruby’s Café, which she jointly owned with her grandparents.  As soon as she left, Ward started making breakfast for himself, then sat around woolgathering until 6:30 AM.  

With an evil grin, he called Aldo Carnaghi, the contractor that Betty had hired to rehab the house she had inherited from her father.  “Good morning, Aldo, old friend.  Do you have a snake?”

“Not that I am aware of.  But, why the concern about my safety?”

“I’m a cop, and supposed to be concerned about the safety of all citizens.  However, in this case, I was referring to that thingamajig you use to clean out plumbing lines.”

“Yeah, I got one of those.  Do you have a plumbing problem?”

“No, just taking a survey of folks to see if they might own such things.”

“You home?”

“Yup.”

“I’ll be over in twenty minutes.”

“Thank you,” replied Ward as he walked toward the game room in the home.  He decided to practice his pool shooting, even if he knew it was wasted effort.  He had the idea that the one game in ten that he beat Betty at pool, was a gift from a loving wife.

He was still banging away at the pool table when Aldo arrived.  After an exchange of less than polite greetings, Aldo went to work with his snake.  Finished downstairs, without finding any problem, Aldo went up to the master bedroom bathroom.  He had only about a foot of the snake heading down the drain when he could tell it had run into something.  He extracted the snake, looked at the head of it, swore, and picked off what the snake had found.  

Aldo looked at Ward.  “Go shut the water off.  If you hadn’t locked up that illegitimate son of the devil for life, I’d kill him.”

The last murder investigation Ward had been involved with, saw a former part-time tile setter, who had worked on Betty’s bathroom, being sent to prison for life.  Knowing who Aldo was speaking of, Ward asked, “What did he do that has anything to do with this?”

Aldo loosened a white substance from the snake head, and handed it to Ward.  “This is grout.  I bet that jerk put some down the toilet drain, hoping that in time it would foul up the flushing system.  Now, please go shut down the water, while I go get my tool box.”

Ward did as asked, and then watched as Aldo removed the toilet, and reached down in the opening below where it had been placed.  With a degree of difficulty, he managed to pry the glob of gout loose.  He handed it to Ward.  “That is your problem.  Please tell Betty I apologize for ever having had this rotten nitwit in her home.”

Ward nodded, put the offending glob in the small bathroom trash can, and replied, “Thanks for coming right out, and taking care of this, pal.”

Aldo didn’t respond to that as he started replacing the toilet.  When he was finished, and his tool box was closed up, he washed his hands.  As he did, he suggested, “It might be a good idea for you to wash up, too.”

“That thought had occurred to me, thanks again for shooting right over.  Sorry if I was a bit snippy earlier.”

“Actually, I thought you were quite funny.”

***
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Later in the day, Betty was standing behind the counter, when Judy Bobbitt walked in.  She had her son Tim with her.  She had no idea that Betty was now part owner of the café, and ran it.  They looked at each other as Judy walked toward the counter, with her son tagging along.  The mutual recognition took a few seconds to sink in.

Betty smiled first, “Hey, is that you Judy Bobbitt?”

“Yes, and you’re Betty Cain, right?”

“Was, now I’m Betty Newman.  You may remember Ward Newman from school.”

“Vaguely.  He was a junior during your senior year.  As you probably remember, I was only a freshman that year.”

“Oh I remember...the freshman brat who pushed me to the limits for best grade in an Algebra class open to all grade levels.”

“Yup, that’s me.  Betty, this is my son, Tim...Bobbitt.  I’ll explain about the name when you have time to listen to a long story.  For now, I need to feed this fidgeting son of mine, before he dies of hunger right here in front of God and everyone.”

As she spoke, Judy sat down and pointed to a stool next to her.  When Tim got up on it, Betty asked, “What would you like to have, Tim?”

“A hamburger and fries, please, ma’am.”

She then looked at Judy, who nodded.  “Me, too.”

Betty quickly wrote a ticket, put it on the stainless steel wheel, and spun it around to Jake Heifer, the cook.  That taken care of, Betty asked, “What to drink, Tim?”

“Milk shake, please, ma’am...banana if you have it.”

“We do.  Judy?”

“Coffee, please...black.”

Just then Helen, one of the waitresses, walked up next to Betty, who introduced her to Judy and Tim.  Fast hellos out of the way, Helen started getting things ready for the shake.  “I’ve got this, Betty.  My last customer just left, and the lunch crowd is about gone.  Speaking of lunch, where is your better half?”

“Last I heard, he and Aldo were looking for a snake or something...or at least Ward was going to call Aldo to help out.”

“Snake!”

“Not that kind, a plumbing snake.”

“Oh.”

Zelda, the other waitress came around behind the counter, was introduced to the newcomers, and then she pointed at Jake.  “That fella in there is Jake Heifer...the best cook not named Sam White this place has ever had.”

Jake heard, and called out, “Hi, Judy, and Tim.”

They both returned the greeting, and Betty was about ready to take the milk shake from Helen when she looked up.  “Speaking of the great snake hunter, here he comes now...with his new serf, Bill Keating, who you may remember from school, too.”

Bill, a corporal on the Troy Police Force, and newly appointed detective, grunted, “I heard that, Mrs. Newman.  Hi, Judy.”

Judy half turned on her stool, and waved at the two men, “Hi, guys.  Long time no see.”

Bill mumbled, unheard by everyone except Ward, “Too long.”

Ward smiled.  “I’ll be darned.  Hi back, Judy.  Welcome home.  I see you’re still as pretty as ever, but I remember you as a blond.”

“I let it grow out, somewhere along the line.  But my brown isn’t near as lovely as Betty’s long locks.  Speaking of remembering, it seems to me, Betty, that you had your hair much shorter back in the day.”

“That takes a long story to tell, Judy.  The short version is I got shot in the head by a Taliban jerk, and it left a nasty scar.  The long hair, and where I’ve got it parted, is used for a comb over to hide it.”

While she spoke, Betty heard the bell ding, announcing Judy and Tim’s food was ready.  She turned, picked up both orders, and placed them in front of those two.  Then she asked, “Are you two eating, or just in to say ‘hi’?”

Ward answered first, “Tuna sandwich...no fries, please.”

Bill spoke next, “Burger and fries, please, ma’am.”

Betty turned in the order, and warmed up Judy’s coffee.  She had gotten coffee for the two men, and saw neither had consumed much of it, so didn’t bother with their cups.  That done she asked, “Judy, are you home to stay, or just visiting?”

“Stay, I hope.  While we’re okay moneywise, I’d like to go back to teaching.  After college I taught for two years, but then my next-door neighbor offered me a job.  Since I had to support Timmy and myself, and he offered more money than I was making teaching, I took it.  He was running a small business out of his home, which, over the years, grew by leaps and bounds.  Along the way, he made me a partner, forty percent of the company.  We grew so much, a real large company came in, and made us an offer we couldn’t refuse.  I walked away with three million, so, as I said, we’re okay moneywise.  That aside, I’d really like to go back to teaching.”

Betty asked, “Teaching what?”

“High school...either English or math.  On math, as you know, Betty, I like Algebra.  I did some teaching on English lit, but would rather give Algebra a try.”

Betty nodded, got out her phone, and made a call.  The call was to the principal of Troy High School.  After an exchange of greetings, she got right to the point, “Do you have any openings for the coming school year?  I have sitting in front of me at the café, a prime candidate.  She’s an old friend from school...sharp as all get out, and with teaching experience.”

“Well, I do have two openings, what does she teach?”

“Algebra, English, and English lit, but probably could teach most anything.  As I said, she’s sharp.  How about I send her in to talk to you?”

“You’re in luck, Betty...or she is.  I have a need of an Algebra teacher.  Does she have a name?”

“Funny fella...I’ll remember that the next time we have venison.  Of course, that may be never if my darling husband continues to have zero luck hunting.  Her name is Judy Bobbitt.  She was a few grades behind me, so you were long gone by the time she hit high school.”

“Sure, send her in...how about three?”

“Done deal.  Thanks, pal.  Next lunch is on me.  Say hi to your bride.  So long.”

As Betty put away her phone, Judy was smiling as Betty explained, “Three this afternoon...if you still remember where the school is.  Oh, your luck is still holding, they need a new Algebra teacher for the coming school year.  Which fact, I already knew...just didn’t know for certain that it hadn’t been filled yet.”

“You’re a wonder, Betty.  Thank you so much.”

While Betty had been on the phone, the bell had dinged, but Helen, about ready to leave for the day, served Ward and Bill.  Now Helen asked, “Where are you staying, Judy?”

“Have to find a place...any suggestions, anyone?”

Betty answered first, “Yeah, with Ward and me...if you don’t mind hubby.”

“Don’t mind at all.  It’s fine with me...maybe I can beat either Judy, or Tim at pool, since I can’t beat you.  Honey, don’t forget that old Jones place around the corner, and down a few houses, is still for sale.”

Betty grinned.  “I had already thought of that, dear.  One thing, Judy, I’ll have to buy you a set of blinders...you know like race horses wear.  It might save you the sight of the naked plumber who runs around my house swinging his plunger.”

Helen roared with laughter and muttered, “Darn, I was hoping to bunk with you for a few days, Betty.  I wanted to see the floor show.”

“Never mind, Helen.  That sight was for my eyes only.”

Ward groaned, “You told her, didn’t you?”

“And me,” Jake put in from the kitchen, “and Zelda, too.”

Zelda, standing near Ward, patted him on the back.  “I, too, thought about asking Betty if I could spend a day or three with you two so I could get a look at the show.”

Judy had a questioning look on her face, so Betty quickly told her about the plumbing situation.  When she finished, Ward sighed.  “Aldo fixed the problem.  I’ve gotta warn you, Judy, that Betty keeps our place hotter than the devil’s hangout...which is why I had nothing on.  In fact had been sleeping with only a sheet half on.”

Betty ignored that, and was about to say something when Judy asked, “Will it be okay for me to take Tim with me for the interview?  Also, I don’t have a resume made up.”

“When Ward and Bill finish stuffing their faces, they can take Tim to the cop house with them, and then bring him home later.  As to a resume, don’t worry about it.  Now, back to the house Ward mentioned.  It’s an old place, needing some extensive repairs and rehabbing, but the fella who did our place can do it, and at a very fair price.  Fixed up, it would be a lovely home for you two.”

Judy shook her head.  “Wow, I had almost forgotten how wonderful people in a small town can be.  You folks are great.  How do I ever thank you?”

Betty answered, “Being a good teacher would be thanks enough.”

Bill, who had finished eating asked Tim, “How old are you, and do you play baseball?”

“Eleven, sir...and yes I love baseball.”

“That’s just wonderful.  The team I coach, with Ward as my assistant, is one player short.  The other three teams in our league all have 13 players, but we only have 12.  We’ve got a practice this afternoon, if you’re interested.”

“Yes, sir, you bet I am.  That would be great.”

“Okay then, after we take you to our police department for a while, we can take you right to practice.  We’ll have to get you signed up, and I guess, for now, we’ll use Ward and Betty’s address as your home.  If you’re finished eating, we can run you by there and get that taken care of.  One, thing, how about gear, glove and spikes?  Also, what position do you play?”

“My stuff’s in the car, sir.  I play outfield, but have pitched a bit.  Though I’m pretty wild on the mound.”

Bill patted him on the back.  “Not to worry.  We have a good pitcher, and if we need you to pitch, Ward can help you.  He may be my assistant coach, but he’s actually better than I am.  Was a better player, too.  I didn’t get to start until he graduated.”

Judy joined in, “You were darn good, Bill.  Though, I guess Ward was something special.”
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By 4:00 PM, Judy had a job, and following the directions given her, was on her way to Ward and Betty’s home.  Betty, and her German Shepard, Wick, were home to greet her, and the three males were at practice.  On slow days at the police department, Ronald Pratt, the Chief of Police, didn’t mind the two coaches leaving early on game or practice days.  When they were busy, Aldo pinch hit for them running the team.  He often helped out, if he wasn’t too busy, on the days they were there with the team.  They normally had two practices during the week, with game day most often being on Saturday.

The early stages of practice went well, with Tim fitting in nicely with the other boys.  But, before batting practice started, Aldo’s son, who normally played centerfield, came up to him.  “Dad, the new kid, Tim, is a better fielder than I am...in case you hadn’t noticed.”

Aldo patted his son on the shoulder as he replied, “Yeah we noticed.  If he hits anything like he fields, you’ll be moving to right field.  Thanks for being so honest and up front, kiddo.”

During batting practice, each position was manned in the normal alignment.  As a matter of course, the extra players started in the field, so the regulars at their positions could bat first against their best pitcher, who would face five hitters, take a turn at bat with four other players, and from there they would rotate around, with their best pitcher facing five hitters in the equivalent of three innings, but spaced out to simulate pitching an inning, then letting someone else pitch for five hitters.  The “someone else” normally included one of the coaches.

The first five hitters included Tim, so the coaches could get a look at him with a bat in his hands.  He whacked his allotted pitches all over the field...on the line, except for the one he put over the fence.  When the first five who had hit took the field, rather than have Tim in centerfield, Bill had him pitch to the next five hitters.  As he had warned, Tim showed a lack of control, with several pitches flying over the catcher, or in a few cases, over the head of the hitter.

For the rest of the practice, he played centerfield when not hitting.  When practice was over, the team held a five minute chat as per usual, but this time, the subject of conversation centered on Tim, so everyone could get to know him better.

In Ward’s car, on the way back to the police station, which was on the way to his home, he kidded Tim.  “You told Mr. Keating about being a bit wild on the mound, so we weren’t shocked at your performance.  But, I picked up a few things that may help you get better, if you want.”

“Sure, but I really like playing in the outfield.”

Bill who was sitting in the front seat next to Ward, glanced back at Tim.  “We’ve got our pitcher, and our number two man, but every now and then we could use another arm.  With you being left-handed, it might be fun to have you come in just to mess with the other team’s guys when they have a good lefty batting.  But, we don’t want to get anybody killed.”

“Thanks, coach...you’re as funny as my mom.  But I really didn’t need that to tell me I stink.  I can throw the ball where I want from the outfield, but can’t figure out why I can’t from the mound.”

“Mr. Newman can help you with that, Tim...maybe.”

Ward agreed, “I saw a few things we can work on, as time allows.  For now, you just play center like you did today, and you’ll be a big help for our game Saturday.”

“Gee, thanks.  I have a question, though...not about pitching, about why the guys all call you two ‘Mr.’ instead of ‘Detective,’ when addressing you...how come?”

Bill laughed, before he answered, “That all started when we were selecting players in our draft.  Before the draft, all players now already with a team worked out, then the coaches drafted the rest of their team from what we saw.  The fella running the show kept referring to us as ‘Mr.’ and it stuck.  No big deal. Actually, when we’re not around the team, like in Ward and Betty’s home, Bill and Ward is okay with us...we’ll clear it with your mom.  Sound okay to you?”

“Yeah, that’d be neat, but I bet mom throws a hissy fit over it.”

Ward joked, “We’ll see.  Remember, to us she’s just a freshman, or was when we first met her.”

Tim grinned.  “This should be fun to watch...from the corner, with my mouth shut.”

Bill asked, “Will you be in 5th grade next year?”

“No, sir...I’ll be going into 7th grade...I’ll be twelve before classes start, and I skipped first grade.  Only lasted a week, before they moved me to second grade.  Mom’s a teacher, as you know.  They wanted move me up another grade the next year, but mom said no to that idea.”

“How are your grades?”

“Are you kidding me...sir?  If I ever bring home anything but an ‘A’ in any grade, mom has threatened to give me back to the Indians.  In case you didn’t know it already, mom isn’t too P.C.”

Ward was pulling into the Police Department parking lot at that point, so neither man followed up Tim’s comment with a reply.  As Bill got out of the car, Ward asked, “Do you mind running in to see if we have anything to work on?  Then you may as well come over for dinner.”

“Both sounds good to me, I’ll even help cook.”

Ward made no response to that, and drove home.  He was glad to see the strange vehicle in the driveway, and asked, “Is that your mom’s mini-van, Tim?”

“Yes, sir.  She bought it new for the trip, so we would have room to pack up everything we were bringing with us.  The real estate lady is going to sell our old home with the furniture and stuff in it.  Mom said we’d buy new, once we buy a house.”

As he parked in a way to leave plenty of room for Bill, Ward asked, “By the way, some of our team’s players were calling you ‘Timmy.’  Do you have a preference between ‘Tim’ and ‘Timmy’?”

“No sir, call me anything you want...just don’t call me...”

“...late for dinner.”

Tim chuckled.  “Yes, sir.  Guess you’ve heard that one before.”

“A few times.  Come on, let’s go in and get cleaned up.”

Inside, the ladies greeted them, and so did Wick.  First he smelled Tim, then was properly introduced.  Tim, never having been around a dog of his own, hesitantly petted the dog, and before long the two were best of friends. 

Betty broke that up, when she joked, “You two smell of sweat.  See you after you shower.”

Judy joked, “I guess I would fall out of favor with you, Betty, if I called out to Ward that I need a plumber when he’s ready to get in the shower.  Having been told the full description of what he looked like running around with nothing on, carrying a plunger on his shoulder, I’d like to see the show.”

Betty replied, “You’d be disappointed.”

“Are you two finished?  If so, I’m heading up the stairs.  Judy, if you need a plumber, get Aldo’s number from Betty, and you can call him.  Um...he’s married, too...and wore his clothing when taking care of our problem.”

“Rats.”

Tim took all that in, but said nothing, as he followed Ward up the stairs.  They weren’t halfway there when Betty called out, “Tim gets the bedroom at the end of the hall, dear.”

Ward showed Tim his room, took his shower, and wasn’t surprised to see Bill there when he came down the stairs.  He did note that Bill must have taken time to drop by his place and clean up, because he was wearing different clothing.  Not bothering to comment on that, or to greet Bill, Ward asked, “What are our plans for supper, dear?”

“Cooking away right now.  Judy and I have been busy little bees.  After we unloaded her van, we took a turn in the kitchen.  Pot roast, rather than waiting for you, and getting pot luck.”

Ward shook his head in dismay, and Judy jumped into the conversation, “Betty told me what a good cook you...and Bill, both are.  So just ignore her funny bone.”

“I normally do, unless I have a good comeback...which I didn’t this time.  Pot roast sounds great.”

Before anyone could reply to that, Tim charged down the stairs.  “Hey, mom, Mrs. Newman has the neatest towels ever!  If you buy that house Mrs. Newman told you about, can I just stay here?”

Judy grinned.  “I would guess that the store she bought the towels from, may have a few left.”

Betty nodded.  “I assure you that they do, but thank you for the compliment, Tim.  Now, since we have everyone here, and cleaned up, Judy has an announcement to make...Judy.”

“I’m gainfully employed...I got the job at Troy High School, teaching Algebra.”

After the three males in the house congratulated Judy, Bill had his own announcement, “Judy, you may get me in trouble with the other coaches in our league.  I bet they get all over me for bringing in a ringer.  Your son is a great player.  Thanks so much for deciding to come home to Troy.”

Tim blushed, but said, or did, nothing.  Judy did reply, “Glad he’s good enough for your team, but hold down the praise, until he’s actually done something in a game.  I don’t want him getting a big head.”

Ward shot back, “Fine, you can cheer the other team’s pitcher when he strikes out, but we’ll cheer all his hits...and for all the balls he runs down in centerfield...since he’s our new centerfielder.  One more thing, Judy...when around the house here, Bill and I have given him the okay to call us Bill and Ward...call me Ward, and Bill, Bill.”

“I could have figured that out, Detective Newman...or is it ‘Lieutenant Newman?’  Either way, I really don’t approve, but being a guest in your home, I surrender...just not too gracefully.”

Tim muttered, “Rats,” under his breath, but not soft enough not to be heard.

Both Bill and Ward knew where that came from, but Judy asked, “What was that about, young man.”

Bill answered for Tim, “You can blame that one on us...Ward and me.  We were lipping off, about being certain we could talk you into him calling us by our first names.  He told us that you would flay our behinds, or something of the sort.  I think he was hoping to see us get in Dutch, as we may have deserved.”

Seeing Judy wasn’t happy about the conversation, Betty suggested, “It seems to me that now is a good time to eat.  Let’s go, folks.”

Once everyone was seated in the kitchen and eating, Betty asked, “Judy, are you going to tell us about the last name situation?  I mean, how Tim has your last name, rather than his father’s.”

Judy, being a protective mother, looked at Tim, who nodded, and smiled.  Satisfied the boy didn’t mind her telling the story, she replied, “I guess.  When I was still in college, I met a soldier from a nearby base, and fell madly in love with him.  He professed the same feeling to me, so we agreed to get married.  We set the date, and had everything all arranged.  Then two weeks before the date of the wedding, he got deployment orders...he had to leave the next day.  We both wanted something strong to remember, and spent the night together.  Two weeks later, he was killed in action in Iraq.

“It was well after his burial that I discovered I was pregnant.  There was no way I was not going to have Tim, but when he arrived I decided to use my last name for him on the birth certificate.  There were a few reasons for that, not the least being Tim’s father’s parents were rather unkind about the situation.  Timothy was also Tim’s father’s name, by the way...it was my way of honoring his father.  Anyhow, I also felt it was just easier for him to have my last name to avoid a lot of explaining, except to friends, about the matter.  Let folks just assume I’m a divorced single mother, for all I care.  My long-range plan was that if I ever get married, my husband and I can arrange for him to adopt Tim, and give him the man’s last name.  To tell you the truth, it all sounds a bit silly now, but there you have it.”

Ward replied, “Makes perfect sense to me, Judy.  Of course, I’m a man, and what do men know.”

“Not much,” joked Betty.

Judy smiled, but changed the subject, “Okay, Betty, your turn.  What’s the deal with your knee?  More than you said earlier, please.”

Betty sighed, and joked, “You must be the only adult in Troy that doesn’t know, but here goes.  From college I went into the Army, had made Captain by the second time I went to Afghanistan, with my Transportation Battalion.  I was assigned the job of being in charge of a shipment of supplies for a Marine outpost.  While there, the facility was attacked by a throng of Taliban.  During the fighting I was wounded in my leg, went down, and then was hit in the head.  The head deal I told you about...big nasty scar on the top of my head.  I spent two years trying to get the knee fixed up enough to stay in the Army...no go.  Got a medical discharge, and came home to Troy, where I had worked out a deal with my grandparents to run the café so they could retire.  First day back, in walks Ward, who I hadn’t seen for ten years, and the rest is history.  The leg, by the way, is getting much better, but still not strong enough to do anything like being in the Army, to do anything besides sit behind a desk, which would not be good for the knee.  I need to keep exercising it...and trust me, working the counter at the café is exercise.  I’ve actually lost about ten pounds since I came home a year and a half ago.”

Judy replied, “So Ward carried that crush he had on you in high school around for ten years, and wound up married to you...wow, neat story.”

Betty asked, “You knew he had a crush on me?”

Bill piped up, “Heck, the entire school knew that, Betty.”

“Yeah maybe so, but I didn’t.”

That drew a few chuckles before Judy asked, “I take it you’re single, Bill, since you seem to be part of this family, how come you’re still single?  Or were you married, and it didn’t work out, or something?”

Betty, thinking Judy might be interested in Bill, and being the imp she could be at times, answered for Bill, “The love of his life ran off with a sailor.”

Bill sighed, and Judy asked, “What’s that story?  Being home in a small town sure is fun.”

Ward spoke up, “Betty was attacked by, as it turned out, a murderer, and Bill was assigned to act as Betty’s bodyguard...since Betty wouldn’t hear of me staying here, because she wanted us to hold off on any fun and games until after we were married.  The love of Bill’s life, also stayed with Betty to help out with the damage she did to her knee, when she beat up the guy, and ran him off.  He flipped over her, but she begged off because she was about ten years older than him.  A year later, she met her sailor...at the time a Lieutenant Commander in the Navy, but now a Captain.  They only had one date, and then came to our wedding as each other’s plus one.  When she got married, his torch burnt out...as my darling wife well knows.”

Judy grinned as she looked at Betty, but said nothing in reply.  She had the information she wanted, and was satisfied with what she had found out.

Ward asked, “Judy, what are your plans for the next few days?  I mean as to getting ready for your new job.”

“The first thing is to check out my new room at school, getting the books I’ll be teaching from, and buying the supplies I think I’ll need.  Somewhere in there, I’d like to look at the house I was told is nearby...the one for sale that will need rehabbing.”

Ward nodded.  “About what I figured.  On the house, Betty can set up an appointment with the realtor to look at the house tomorrow afternoon...sometime after three when the cafe closes for the day.  Left unsaid, was what you plan to do with Tim during all of your scurrying around.  I’d be more than happy for Bill and me to look after him for you.  He seemed to enjoy his time at the department today.  He could go to the café with Betty, but the poor fella would be bored out of his mind...or get fat as a butterball eating everything in sight.  We both know Betty would spoil him something rotten...with a milkshake every half hour on the half hour.”

Judy laughed.  “I bet you’re right.  Timmy, would you like to spend the next two days with Ward and Bill?”

“You bet, thanks mom.”

Bill joked, “We could even take him to our shooting range and show him how to shoot.”

“Mr. Keating, you better be joking.”

“I was, but it’s Detective Keating, if you please.”

“I’ll keep that in mind...but it will be ‘mud’ if I find out about any trips to the shooting range.”

Tim started to say something, but decided a closed mouth would be best.

To again change the subject, Judy asked, “Where did the name ‘Wick’ come from?”

Ward, who had just slipped a piece of the meat to the dog, with a disapproving looked from Betty, answered, “One of my dad’s great uncles was named ‘Wilber,’ but for some reason was called Wick by everyone.  Over the years I had heard many stories about Uncle Wick, because I guess dad thought the world of him.  So I asked Betty if it was okay to name our Wick after him.  She agreed, and when I told dad, his eyes moistened, and it was all he could do to say, ‘Thank you,’ without crying.”

Judy replied, “Nice story, thanks for sharing.  How old is he?”

Betty answered, “About eighteen months.  More-or-less full grown, I think.  Some friends of ours gave him to us as a wedding gift...and gave us a book on how to train him, at the same time.”
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For those concerned in the Newman household, the next two days flew by in a blur, with things going well.  Judy bought the home, arranged for Aldo to rehab it for her, and got a start on getting her room ready for the coming school year.  Tim spent his two days at the police department, with Ward and Bill, except for a small case those two had to investigate.  While they were gone, Chief Pratt, who had been told why the lad was with those two, and approved, wound up “babysitting” Tim, while they solved the case.

Saturday arrived with Tim, now outfitted with his new uniform, eager for his first game with the team.  Since the café closed at noon, Betty would miss part of the game starting at eleven, but Judy shut down her school planning to be at the game.

However, Aldo had to take care of the coaching the team, because Ward and Bill caught a case...a murder investigation.  Bill was at the Newman home at nine, planning the lineup with Ward, when Chief Pratt called.  “Ward, sorry to dump this on you today, but we have a murder.  I know your routine with game day, and all, so if you can’t get Aldo to pinch hit, come out to the crime scene alone, and Bill can join you after the game.”

“Actually, sir, Aldo is on his way over, so no problem.  Where is it, and do you have any details besides a murder?”

Chief Pratt gave him the location, and added, “I’m on the scene now, with two patrolmen.  We’re, um...looking for the head of the deceased.  Get over here as fast as you can.”

“Yes, sir, we’ll be on our way pronto.”

Off the call, Ward looked at Judy.  “That was our Chief.  We’ve caught a case.  Bill, we’ve got to hit it.  Leave the game day stuff with Judy, and give her the keys to your car, since the gear is in your trunk.  Judy, Aldo will know what to do, just tell him what’s up.  Timmy, good luck today, do your mom proud.”

“Yes, sir.  I’ll do my best.  Good luck on your case.”

“Thanks, let’s go Bill.”

On the drive to the scene, Ward called Betty and let her know the situation.  As he drove nearer the scene, he sighed.  “I guess we’ll have to deal with Justine Swalwell again.  The Chief told me the body was found near the drive up to his place.  When he called, the Chief told me they were looking for the victim’s head, for God’s sake.”

“Come again.”

“You heard me.  That’s all I know, body near Swalwell’s place, and it seems the head is not attached to the rest of the body.  This one has all the earmarks of being a pain in the behind.”

The Justin Swalwell Ward spoke not too fondly of, was a rich man, whose wife had been murdered more than a year earlier.  He had been a suspect from early on in the case, and had been of absolutely no help in the case.  His dislike of Ward and Chief Pratt, evident to all, deepened throughout the investigation, and he had never uttered a word of thanks for the killer being brought to justice.

Bill asked no further questions, and was glad to finally arrive at the scene, when Ward pulled in behind the Chief’s car.  They saw the Chief wandering around in some dense foliage some hundred feet from them.  They headed toward him, as he headed toward them.  Meeting, they greeted the Chief, before he pointed, and explained, “As you can see, we found a car that belongs to the presumed victim.  It was just underwater in the creek, one of our guys spotted it.  The car, and identification on the victim, indicate our partial body belongs to John Porter.”

Ward asked, “Did you check the car, and its trunk, for the head, Chief?”

Chief Pratt gave him a dirty look, as he replied, “Your scene, your case, have fun.  I’m going to go give Aldo a hand with your team.”

As the Chief stomped off, Bill joked, “Nice one, Ward.  I don’t think the Chief appreciated you not taking for granted that he would have had enough sense to check the car for the head.  At least he’s gonna help Aldo out.  I’m thinking we should appoint him as a coach for the team...he seems to enjoy helping out.”

“Yeah, I messed up on that one.  Come on, let’s go check the car out anyhow.  You’re the head coach, so you appoint him.”

By the time they got to the car, and the wrecker was pulling it up onto the bed of his truck, Ward told Bill to check it out.  As Bill got up on the truck’s bed, Ward walked off in the direction of one of the patrolmen.  Reaching him, he asked, “Where has been searched so far?”

Before the patrolman could respond, another patrolman called out, “Got it.  Ward do you want me to let it stay where it is, or should I bring it to you?”

Ward hollered back, “Let me get a few photos before it’s moved.  Also stay put, don’t trample the area any more than you already have while looking for it.”

Then he turned to the patrolman standing next to him.  “Go get a large evidence bag...one big enough for the head.  Oh, hold on...has the M.E. been called yet?”

“Yeah, he should have been here by now.”

Ward grinned.  “He’s coaching his team...against Bill’s team.  I bet he had his van at the game, and had to go get his equipment.  Either that, or knowing the body is headless, he decided to stay at the game...at least for a while.  When the Chief shows up, he better be gone, or he’ll get an earful, for not heading our way sooner.”

Ward had finished taking his pictures, and the head, which in fact was that of John Porter, had been placed in an evidence bag, before the Medical Examiner arrived.  Bill had also looked the car over carefully, and had reported to Ward that he couldn’t find anything of use on, or in it, but had told the tow truck driver to take it to impound for an even closer examination.  Ward thanked him for the thought, and went to meet the Medical Examiner. 

The first thing said by Ward, was to ask, “How’s the game going?”

“You guys are winning...thanks in part to the ringer you added to your team.”

“Now it starts.  He just moved to town, and we were one player short, so we added him to our team.  No big deal.  We did it before we found out he can play a bit.”

“A bit my butt.  He’s already made a really nice catch in center, and hit a home run!”

Bill who was with Ward, joked, “We could have beat you guys without him.  Need I remind you that you’re in last place?”

“Yeah, yeah, where’s the body?”

Ward relied “Very good question,” as he looked at one of the two patrolmen now with him, also.

The patrolman answered the unasked question, “Follow me.  The Chief had us leave it where we found it.”

When the group reached the body, Ward took photos of the body, and the surrounding area.  Then, as the Medical Examiner went to the body, Ward and Bill looked the surrounding area over carefully.  Ward noted with dismay that the body was about fifteen feet from the entrance of the driveway leading to Justin Swalwell’s house.  

Ward noted the gentle slope of the land, heading down from the Swalwell house, to the creek below.  While he processed that thought in search of any possible help it could be, he had another idea.  He asked, “Who attached the winch cable from the tow truck to the car?”

One of the patrolmen answered, “I did, Ward.  Clem (the tow truck driver), said he had to work the winch, to snug up the cable after it was attached.  In truth, he probably just didn’t want to get wet.”

Ward chuckled, before he asked, “You don’t look too wet, how come?”

“Because I had the good sense to strip down to my underwear before going into the water.  As hot as it is, they dried off pretty well, once I got out of the creek.  I just walked around for a while, before putting my uniform back on.  Of course, I had to hear it from the Chief, but he was joking.”

Ward joked, “Glad you left your underwear on, or Betty would tell some great story about it.”

“What are you talking about, Ward?”

“If you haven’t heard, you will in time.  You can have your laugh then.”

Both the Medial Examiner and the other patrolman, had heard about the “naked plumber” story being circulated, after Betty discussed it in the cafe.  Both remained silent, however.  

After the tow truck, the Medical Examiner, and the body had left the scene, Ward told the two patrolmen to go about their business.  

Left alone with Bill, Ward again carefully looked over the area where the body had been discovered, and then the area where the car had gone into the creek.  When they finished, Ward asked, “Did you get the name of whoever found the body in the first place?”

“No.”

“Great, neither did I.  The Chief is gonna have fun with this.”

Bill smiled, but Ward quickly got out his cell phone, and thumbed through the contact listings until he found the one he wanted.  He called one of the patrolmen who had been on the scene, who answered, “Yeah, Ward, what do you need?”

“Do you know who found the body?”

The patrolman answered, “Yes,” gave Ward the names he wanted, and continued, “I guess you know they live on down past the Porter place, don’t you?”

“I take it the way you worded that, that they were both in the car?”

“Yeah.  He was driving, and she was looking out the side window, when she screamed to stop the car, and then told him what she had seen.  So he backed up, saw the body, and got out to ‘investigate.’  As soon as he saw the body without a head, he knew Mr. Porter was dead, so called it in.  As you know, they live down past the Porter place about half a mile or so.  The Porter place is about a mile from where the body was found.  Funny thing, you getting the case and all, they were on their way to the café.”

“Who took their statement?”

“The Chief.”

Ward mumbled, “The rat.”

“What was that?”

“Never mind.  Thanks for the info.  Have a peaceful rest of your shift.”

“Couldn’t be any more exciting than this.”

“Don’t tempt fate with a comment like that.”

“Yeah, you got a point.  See ya.”

Ward had been holding his phone away from his ear, so Bill could hear the entire conversation, so as Ward put away his phone, Bill joked, “Boy, are you lucky.”

“I guess the Chief really didn’t like my question about if they had looked in the car for the head.”

“I guess not.  Now what, oh great leader and teacher?”

“Now I punch you in the side of the head.”

“Why because I forgot the same thing you did?”

“Yes, something like that.  To give you a civilized answer, now we go to the game.”

“Has anybody informed Mrs. Porter that her husband is dead?”

“I’d bet against it, but I’m gonna get my evens with the Chief, if not.”

“It certainly is a good thing you’re the Chief’s pet, or you’d get your behind in a sling over what you’re gonna do.”

“Who says I’m his ‘pet’?”

“Everybody on the force, and everybody in City Hall.”

“Now how do you know that?  Are you taking a survey, or something?”

“Just sayin’.”

“Well don’t, you twit.  Let’s go, nothing else to do here...unless I’ve forgotten something else.”

“Where to?”

“The game, of course.”

Bill nodded agreement to that idea, and got in his side of the car as Ward got in behind the wheel.  On the drive, Bill asked, “Do you think Swalwell is a suspect?”

“Right at the top of the list...well, maybe second on the list.”

“Yeah, I know...the spouse is always suspect number one, right?”

“Yes.  But, I really can’t picture a demur lady like Mrs. Porter being a murderer, especially with the chopping off the head part of this.  Speaking of that, did you look at the neck of Mr. Porter?”
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