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To my X. Thanks for leaving me…If you hadn’t,
I never would have written this story. I don’t miss you; I miss the
person you once were.


Chapter One

 


October 1980:

 


The metal detector buzzed and Jake Thompson
knelt to dig in the moist earth to dislodge his latest find. He
wasn’t sure, but it looked like a key. With his thumbnail, he
scraped away caked-on mud. Yes, it was a key. With most of the dirt
gone, he briskly rubbed it against his pants’ leg, and looked
again. A slightly faded picture of a bus with the number 9 stamped
below it, showed through. Within a few feet, the metal detector
went off again. Four inches underground he dug up three .38 caliber
casings.

“That’s strange,” Jake mused. “Where did this
key come from, and what does it unlock? And these spent gun
shells…how did they get here?” He propped his metal detector
against a gold-leafed maple and eased down in the shade beneath it,
beside his Chocolate Lab. He held the new-found treasures out to
Daisy for inspection. “What do you think, girl? Are these our big
finds of the day?” After a couple of sniffs the dog lost interest
and rolled to her back to relax in the wonderful scents and sounds
of nature. Jake stuffed the key and casings into his pocket and
relaxed against the tree.

He’d been bit by the “treasure hunting” bug.
The new hobby was both rewarding and relaxing. It got him out of
the house and back to nature. With each beep from the metal
detector, his heart pumped faster. Treasure hunting took Jake’s
mind off his painful divorce, diverting it to something he enjoyed.
He and Daisy could hardly wait for Sunday afternoons and their
drive to The Narrows, as he called it. Skimming the
two-hundred-acre, county-owned property with his metal detector,
Jake had already amassed a good-sized collection of old coins which
he meticulously cleaned and separated when he got home. Besides the
coins, he managed to fill a large mason jar with tokens, rings,
bracelets and other assorted tchotchkes. He never knew what he
would find next. Not that he’d unearthed anything of much value. At
least nothing he was aware of. But who knew? The biggest treasure
could be waiting just around the bend or across the gurgling
stream.

Jake recalled the day the treasure hunt fever
started. He and Daisy were headed home from a nature hike at The
Narrows when a large billboard caught his attention. The picture
depicted an outdoorsman operating a metal detector in an open
field, searching for buried treasure. What a great idea! he
thought.

As a lad from Ohio, he loved treasure hunts
with his older sister, Linda. They would often find buried pop
bottles in their neighborhood then cash them in at nearby Willis
Market for a bag full of penny candy. So the idea of owning a metal
detector resonated with him. Heck, he already had the perfect
location. Besides plenty of acreage, The Narrows was a
habitat for an assortment of cows, horses, ducks and geese. Its
solitude and beauty had become a healing suave for his broken
heart.

Jake sighed. It was funny how childhood
memories rushed back just when he needed them most. Like running
into an old friend. He smiled, closing his eyes to mentally replay
those distant snapshots. Stretched out under the shade tree in a
half-dreaming state, he might have lain there a lot longer, were it
not for Daisy’s bark. He opened his eyes to watch his Chocolate Lab
chase a bushy-tailed fox squirrel up a nearby oak. The squirrel
fussed at Daisy from its perch on an outstretched limb. Jake
laughed at Daisy, as she sat on her haunches patiently waiting for
the squirrel to come back down.

Life had been good to him over the past year.
That hadn’t always been true. The year before, his marriage of
fifteen years fell apart without warning, leaving him devastated.
Like a sucker punch, he never saw it coming. Jake’s wife had been
his best friend, and he thought the feeling was mutual. All he had
wanted was to spend the rest of his life in one happy adventure
after another with his soul mate.

When she left, Jake felt abandoned. Numb from
the after-effects of the shattered relationship, he literally
forced himself to eat and breathe. The first six months he could
not enter the bedroom they shared; the memories overwhelmed him.
Instead, he slept on the couch until he could get a grip on his
life. His marriage shouldn’t have ended; he and his wife were
supposed to grow old together. A handyman by trade, Jake once
thought he could fix anything. But where his marriage was
concerned, his talents were useless. Like Humpty-Dumpty.
“All the king’s horses and all the king’s men could not” put
his marriage together again.

Friends told him, time was the greatest
healer. If that was true, he wished he had a magic button to
push—one to fast forward past the pain. Because at one point the
pain was so unbearable he didn’t care whether he lived or died.

Jake pulled himself out of his reverie and
reached over to stroke Daisy, who had given up on chasing the
squirrel, and returned to his side. He wrapped an arm around the
Lab’s neck and hugged her close. Life had such strange twists.
Daisy was much more than a rescue dog; she literally rescued him
from despair. He needed to be accountable to someone, so he adopted
her nearly two years ago, right after she left him. He
didn’t know it at the time, but he and Daisy had a lot in common.
Daisy had been abandoned, too. Her mom left her brood of nine pups
the day after she gave birth. Fortunately, a kind soul took them
all home and raised them.

Jake had no trouble deciding which puppy he
wanted. He sat cross-legged in the dog pen amongst the rowdy brood.
Daisy jumped onto his lap, then pawed her way up his shirt and
licked him across the chin. His heart turned to mush. Jake picked
up the wriggling ball of fur, took her home, and named her
Daisy. He needed a flower in his life. She became his best
friend and soon, his sidekick.

Growing up in Ohio during the fifties, Jake
led a Leave It To Beaver kind of childhood. He frequently
accompanied his mother on walks to the local ice cream store a few
blocks from their home. On those walks she taught him life’s
important lessons. Things like the benefits of washing behind your
ears, being polite to others, and always telling the truth. Jake
was the only boy in a three-girl Italian family, and much to the
chagrin of his sisters, his mom doted on him.

Jake sighed and focused on the panoramic view
around him. The day turned out to be a lovely Fall afternoon. A
nearby stream gurgled around a large grove of trees, making him
drowsy. Oaks, maples, and poplars showed off their majestic Autumn
colors of red, crimson, orange and burnished gold. The lengthening
shadows warned him it was getting late. He gathered up his metal
detector equipment and whistled for Daisy. “Come on, girl! It’s
time to pack it in.” Daisy gave up chasing a flock of geese and
jumped into the truck. She rode shotgun on the way home, resting
her head on Jake’s lap while he sang off key to a country song
blaring from the radio speakers.

When Jake reached his front porch, the phone
started to ring. By the time he unlocked the door and picked up the
receiver, it was nearing the fourth ring. He blurted, “Hi! This is
Jake Thompson.”

“Oh… well… I thought you weren’t going to
answer!” The booming voice came from a slightly frustrated,
middle-aged businessman. “This is Steve with Green Acres
Living. Are you Jake, the handyman?”

“Yep, that would be me,” Jake replied. Ten
years ago, Jake started his own home repair business, more out of
necessity than anything else. Out of work at the time, he couldn’t
get a job and no one would hire him. He mowed lawns at first, but
the one-hundred degree summer temperatures were a bit more than he
could handle. Then he began to ask his clients if they needed any
inside repair work. He’d built his business off that.

“Great, I’ve got a big job for you. Can you
meet with me in the morning?”

Jake answered in the affirmative, took down
Steve’s address, then hung up. He scratched an excited Daisy’s
head. “Hey, girl, guess what? I have a big job tomorrow!”


Chapter Two

 


 


The majority of Jake’s clients lived in a
retirement community, of five hundred homes located about a mile
from his house. Over the past five years he’d probably been inside
just about every home at least once. He liked working with senior
citizens and had made a lot of friends. Helping the old folks fix
their leaky faucet and clogged up garbage disposals gave him
purpose in life and helped fill his days when he wasn’t at the
park.

Driving to his meeting with Big Steve, Jake
smiled as he thought about Mildred, one of his favorite residents.
Nearly once a month, just like clockwork, she called to complain
about her garbage disposal. But each time he arrived, it
mysteriously started working on its own. Mildred just rolled her
eyes then turned towards the oven to pull out a freshly baked sheet
of cookies. “I baked these just for you Jake,” she’d say. For the
next hour they’d sit together at her drop leaf table and drink
coffee from jewel tea china cups while she described the latest
adventures of her ten-year-old granddaughter.

As Jake pulled up to a four way stop he
thought about Gus.“Now there’s a piece of work,” he mumbled to
himself. Gus was one of those folks who was born old. Always
cranky, complaining, and never happy. Some said he was just plain
mean. Others said it was the twenty years he spent as a Merchant
Marine out on the Pacific that made him harsh. Whatever the case,
Jake took a liking to him and made it his mission to break through
Gus’ hard shell.

He laughed as he recalled the first time he
knocked on Gus’ door and was greeted with a grumpy, “Yeah…what do
you want?” Despite the man’s crusty exterior, Jake felt a
special connection with him, and went out of his way to check in on
the aging Merchant Marine from time to time. He figured the old guy
just needed some company. And he was right. After a long and rocky
road they became fairly good friends. Still, there was something
dark and mysterious about Gus. Jake noticed that he always held him
at arms length. He didn’t let that bother him, though, and listened
with amazement as Gus told stories about his wild youth growing up
in the thirties, as well as his days in the service during
WWII.

Gus was a radio operator aboard ship. The old
captain referred to him as “Sparks.” The captain and Gus became
close friends. Gus sometimes sent private Morse code messages back
home to the captain’s wife to let her know all was safe. It wasn’t
always calm aboard ship, however. Gus recalled the time the Japs
dropped bombs from their planes, trying to sink the merchant ships
in their convoy. He and the old man stood out on the stern as bombs
hit the ocean all around them.

“Them damn guys can’t even shoot straight,”
the captain mocked, yelling to be heard above the noise. Right
about that time a couple of big ones hit pretty close to the ship
and sent up a twenty-foot-high wave.

Gus grinned. “The water completely drenched
the captain. We never worried about dying. Hell, we were carrying
guns, ammunition and oil. If we ever took a direct hit, we would
never know what happened. We’d be gone in an instant!”

Jake remembered one day in particular when he
stopped by unannounced. He’d brought over some extra banana nut
bread from his last visit with Mildred. Gus apparently had been
walking in the mud. When he met Jake at the front door, he was
barefoot. Jake could see his soiled shoes lying on the mat just
inside the patio door. As Jake sat on the leather couch, he
couldn’t help but notice how neat and clean the older man kept
things. Gus’ home was full of expensive collectibles and decorated
with a woman’s touch, even though there wasn’t one around. The heat
from the burning logs inside the fireplace felt good and as Jake
basked in the warmth, a shiny object above the fireplace caught his
attention. Using the excuse to stretch his legs, he walked over for
a closer look.
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