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Betty Cain pulled her two-month old Lincoln Continental to a stop one door down from Hank & Ruby’s Café, owned and operated by her grandparents.  Betty glanced at the dashboard clock and was happy to see it was just a few minutes after ten, because she had wanted to arrive between the morning crowd and the “lunch bunch,” as her grandfather referred to the café’s lunch customers.

Getting out of her car she ran her hands over her dress blue uniform, glad she had worn pants rather than a skirt due to the cold temperature.  She had worn the uniform since the previous morning, and hoped it hadn’t gotten too wrinkled on her long drive from the east coast to her hometown of Troy, Missouri.  After grabbing the cane she knew she was likely to need the rest of her life, she took a deep breath, walked to the front door of the café, and went inside.  As soon as she cleared the doorway, her grandmother rushed to her with a shriek of happiness.  The 5’9” Betty engulfed her much shorter grandmother in her arms and they kissed.

“Hi, granny.  So good to see you.  Where’s grandpa?”

“Like I’ve been telling you on the phone when we talked about you helping us out here, we’re both about out of gas.  We’ve been dividing up our time here.  Grandpa works the morning shift, and I take over for the afternoon.  But, he wasn’t feeling too good today, so I came in a bit after nine to send him home.  Having you here to take over is a Godsend.”

Then, as she stood back from her granddaughter a bit, Ruby Cain looked at Betty’s uniform.  “I see you’ve got your uniform on.  I hope that doesn’t mean there has been a change in plans.”

“No, grandma, it doesn’t.  I put my uniform on yesterday morning to get the medical discharge paperwork completed, then decided to keep it on until I got home.  Guess I was too lazy to change into civilian clothes.  But, come tonight, when I take it off, it will be for the last time.  That is unless I get talked into one of those parades for ‘old-timers’.”

“Oh, good.  I am sorry that you didn’t get to stay in the Army like you wanted to, but we’re glad you’ll be taking over for us here.”

After the few customers in the café, who all knew Betty, greeted her, the café’s short-order cook, Samuel T. White, who was called either Sam or Sammy by everyone who knew him, walked up to Betty. Unlike her grandmother, who was at least seven inches shorter than Betty, she had to look up at Sam, who was at least three inches taller.  She went to the thin man, hugged him, and gave him a kiss full on the lips...not caring in the least what anyone thought about her kissing the tall, thin black man.  In fact on one occasion when she was home on leave, she had kissed him with several customers in the café.  Later, when the crowd thinned out, Sam had suggested, “Miss Betty, you shouldn’t be kissing me that way.  A couple customers seemed to be put off by you kissing a black man.”

Her response to that had been, “Oh, poo on them,” which caused a good deal of kidding about her choice of words. 

Now she asked, “Hi, Sam, how’s the best cook in these parts doing?”

“Just fine, Miss Betty.  Well, not great, but for such an old guy I’m hanging in there.”

Betty glanced at Helen, a middle-aged widow, who she had already greeted and knew well.  “I’m glad you both are still here, Sam and Helen.  It’ll make my life easier trying to help grandma and grandpa out here in the café.  I guess they have told you I’m home for good, and am looking forward to learning the ropes on how to run this place for them.”

Helen did a small curtsey and replied, “If you’re still the sweet girl I remember you to be, it’ll be my pleasure.  I think you’ll like our other waitress, Zelda, too.”

“I’m looking forward to meeting her.”

Sam took a deep breath.  “About me, Miss Betty, I’m sorta planning on retiring.  I’ve got kin down in Florida, and thought I’d move down there to spend the rest of my life.  Hank and Ruby have treated me well over the years, and I’m not a wild spending person, so I’ve got a nice nest egg for my retirement.  But I’ll hang around until you can find someone to replace me.  I won’t just run off and leave you in the lurch.”

Sam had worked at the cafe longer than the 32 year old Betty had been alive, and was of an age with her grandparents.  She understood, and patted her longtime friend on the shoulder.  “I appreciate it, Sam, and can understand you must be getting tired of flipping flapjacks after all these years.”

He smiled.  “What I’m really tired of is getting up with the chickens.  When I get to Florida, I’m sleeping in every morning.”

With a few more people coming in, and some knowing Betty and greeting her, Ruby was about to ask Betty if she was ready to go to work, or if she wanted to go home to rest up after her long drive.  But, just as she opened her mouth to speak, Ward Newman walked in.  He was a detective sergeant with the Troy Police Department.

Ward walked up to Betty, noticing her cane as he did.  “Hi, Betty, welcome home.  Hank and Ruby told me you might be in today.  Good to see you.”

“Hi, back, Ward.  Good to see you, too.  Granny told me you just made sergeant recently, and that you were a detective...nice going.”

“Thanks,” Ward replied as he looked at Betty’s medal ribbons.  “Wow,” he added, “they didn’t tell me you won the Silver Star!  The Purple Heart I knew about.”

“Yeah, I guess they hung that on me for getting hit more than once.”

Ward shook his head.  “No likely, what did you do to get that?  The Silver Star, I mean.”

“We were in a firefight, and I guess I hit a few of the Taliban I was shooting at.  For now, I see a few more people drifting in, and I bet my darling grandmother is getting antsy to deal with them.”

Ruby smiled, “Yes, I guess I am, dear.  Are you going to go home to get some rest, or do you want to give an old lady some help?

Ward thought the story just told was a long way from being all there was to it, but he could see what the two ladies were speaking of.  So he decided he best leave to let them get on with their day.  But before he could start to state his intentions, another lady came in and rushed up to them.

Betty smiled.  “Hi, Miss Monroe, good to see you.”

“Not ‘Miss Monroe’ any longer, Betty.  I got married three years ago, so it’s now ‘Mrs. Picker.’  But, for a hero like you, it’s ‘Beth’...or ‘Bethel if you want to be formal.  Yes, I noticed the Silver Star ribbon when I walked up...I come from a military family.  Anyhow, nice to see you, and nice to see you chatting with Ward since you two were two of my all-time favorite students.  I still remember you two together in my science class when you were a senior, Betty.  Two of the nicest, most polite, well-behaved, and hardworking students I ever had.  Well, in your case, Betty, not so hard working.  I swear you could have passed my class in your sleep you were so smart.”

Betty blushed.  “Thanks for the kind words, Miss...um, Mrs. Picker.  You were a great teacher, make that are a great teacher if you’re still teaching.”

“I am, and thank you for your kind words.  However, it seems to me I mentioned using ‘Beth.’  But, I have to run along, my husband will be along shortly to take me home.  No school today, in case you’re wondering about me being here this time of day on a Friday.  Bye, honey, I’ll talk to you later.”

“I’ll look forward to it, bye, bye.”

As Beth hurried off, Ward muttered, “I remember that class well, Betty.  It’s embarrassing to say it, but I sorta had a crush on you.  But, being shy, and you being a senior while I was only a junior, I never got up the nerve to ask you out.  I see you’re about to get busy, so I’ll run along.  Again, welcome home, Betty.”

As he turned and headed to the door, Betty waited until he had it open before she called out, “You shoulda asked, ‘cause I’d have said yes.”

At that point Ruby took Betty by the arm.  “Come, young lady, if you’re gonna help, let’s get with it.”

Betty was smiling as she took off her uniform jacket.  She was looking around to see where to hang it when Ruby took it from her.  Betty almost laughed out loud when the thought crossed her mind that her grandmother could wear it as a dress due to her small height.  

The jacket hung up, they got to work.  By then Sam was cooking away in the kitchen because Helen, and the late arriving Zelda, were already bringing him orders.  In addition to the ten stools at the counter behind which Ruby and Betty were working, there were 15 tables, seating four people as a rule.  Another two people could squeeze into the one of the tables if there were enough chairs.

Zelda had only been briefly introduced to Betty, but, later, when the crowd started to clear out, and only a few people were left, the two spent a bit of time getting to know each other.  The hours of the café were from 6:00 AM until 3:00 PM, Monday through Friday.  On Saturday they closed at noon, and were closed on Sunday.  Helen worked from six to one, while Zelda’s hours were eleven until three.

With Helen long since gone for the day, it was after two when Betty and Zelda got a chance to talk.  There were only six customers still in the building, Sam, who was finished cooking for the day, came out drying his hands on his apron after cleaning his kitchen.  He looked at Betty.  “By the way, Ward has stolen the nickname I hung on you, Miss Betty.”

Betty tilted her head and thought for a few seconds then laughed.  “You mean ‘Short Order with Bacon’?”

“That’s the one.  If he’s not working a case, every morning between six and six-thirty, he comes in and orders the same thing.  I think that young man has a flapjack fetish...much like you did as a youngster.”

“Still do, Sam.”

Sam looked out the front window.  “Looks like we better hurry along.  The freezing rain and snow, which was forecast, is starting.”

Ruby looked out, then at Zelda.  “You better run along, honey.  We’ll lock up as soon as our customers leave...you, too, Sammy.”

One of the customers stood up.  “Come on fellas, we better get out of here and let these folks go home before it gets any worse out there.”

All six of the customers had already paid their bills, so the other five agreed, and followed the man who had spoken out the door.  They were soon followed by Betty through the front door, and the other three inside went out the rear door where their cars were parked.

***
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That evening at the home of Hank and Ruby, Betty had stowed her things in the bedroom she would use.  During her various conversations, mostly with Ruby, but sometimes with Hank while she was in rehabilitation, it had been agreed Betty would stay with them...“for as long as you want.”

Then after they ate, with Betty now in civilian clothing, Betty did most of the clearing up work.  Then the three sat around talking.  To a question by Betty about pay for the three employees, Hank answered by telling her the pay of each, then added, “We also have a profit sharing deal for all three.  At the end of each year, Sam receives 10% of our December to November profits...which is our business fiscal year.  Helen and Zelda each receive 5%.  So, since we want you to have half interest in the business starting today, you will receive only 40% of the annual profits.  To keep the IRS from getting greedy, Del suggested that you pay us $10,000.00 for the half-interest...plus working for basically nothing except for your 40% of the profits.  He told us you could afford it, and could afford to work for nothing except for your share of the profits.  Is that agreeable to you, honey?”

The “Del” Hank spoke of was Delbert Jewell, the attorney who represented Hank and Ruby, the business, and Betty.  She readily agreed to the plan, “That sounds much more than fair, gramps.  Is it out of line for me to ask what the profits were for this year?”

Ruby joked, “About twenty-two dollars.”

Hank grumbled, “Hush, woman.  Since this is, as you know, only the 3rd of December, we don’t have a final accounting for the just past fiscal year.  Del told me yesterday that it would be somewhere around 90 grand for the year.  So, if you had been with us for the fiscal year, you would have received the princely sum of around 36 thousand.  This will be the first time in about four years that we have fallen under 100 grand for the year.  Part of that was due to the raise all three employees received back in June.”

Ruby cut in, “But, if that crowd you drew in today is any indication, we’ll make twice as much this coming year.”

Betty smiled as she asked, “I was wondering about that...are you always that busy for lunch, granny?”

“No dear.  A lot of those folks came in to say ‘hi’ to you would be my guess.  That is the first time I can remember, with nothing special on the menu, that we ever had every seat in the place, including the counter, totally taken...with more waiting for seats.  As you noticed, I even had to give poor old Sammy some help with the cooking.  Sure glad you were able to keep up with the dish washing and ringing up all the payments...not to mention waiting on the folks at the counter...as well as gabbing with each person who you knew as they came in.”

In a small town like Troy, news of a “war hero” returning home was cause to pay their respects.  The “war hero” came about from both Ward and Beth Picker spreading the word.  Betty, already worn out from her trip, had been near total exhaustion by the end of the day.

Before Betty could respond to Ruby, Hank asked, “How are you holding up, honey?”

“I’m shot, gramps...about ready to cut this short and go crawling up to bed.”

Hank shook his head.  “Not just yet.  You’ve told us some of what you went through, but I’d bet there is more to the tale than you’ve told us.  We want to hear all.”

“Not tonight, grandfather.  We’ve got the weekend for that.  Speaking of the weekend, are you still open half a day on Saturday, but closed on Sunday?”

Hank nodded.  “Yup.  Tomorrow, I’ll go in with you and come home with you.  Your darling grandmother gets the entire weekend off.  She’s got it coming.  I hate to admit it, but I’ve been slacking off.  More often than not, I’ve been leaving early.  But, having you here, I should be able to summon an extra bounce to my step, or something like that.”

Betty asked, “What about Helen and Zelda?  What is their Saturday schedule?”

Ruby answered, “They take turns working Saturdays.  Tomorrow is Zelda’s turn.  Now, before you go ‘crawling up to bed,’ there is one more thing to discuss.  As we talked about during our phone calls, you are welcome to live here with us just as long as you please.  But, about your idea of fixing up the house your father left you, are you certain you really want to do that?”

“Yes.  I guess it’ll take some time to do the things I want to do to the old place, but for all of our sakes, I want to live on my own.  You two don’t need me underfoot for the rest of your lives.”

Hank shook his head.  “We’d love to have you stay here with us for the rest of those afore mentioned lives, honey.  After all these years, we’re tired of just talking to each other.”

“No you’re not, gramps.  I know better than that.  Also, you both spend plenty of time talking to customers if I remember correctly.”

Hank laughed, “I guess you got me there, honey...but Miss Chatterbox more than me.”

Ruby stood up.  “Enough, old man.  Time to let this poor girl hit the hay.”

Betty also stood.  “Thanks, gramma.  I am pooped.  What time to get up tomorrow, gramps?”

“I like to leave here around five fifteen or so.  I normally eat at the café, rather than get your grandmother up to cook...it also gives me a few extra minutes in the sack to not eat here.”

Betty took a few steps, saying, “Goodnight,” over her shoulder, then stopped and turned around.

Facing her grandparents again, she asked, “Sam told me he’s gonna retire, do you have any ideas on who to get to replace him?”

Hank shook his head.  “Nope.  That’ll be your job.  Find someone half as good, and you’ll be applauded by your grandmother and me.  You flub up with that hire and you better be able to cook yourself.”

“I was afraid you were going to say something like that.  Goodnight, wonderful grandparents.”

Noticing Betty had picked up her cane when she had first stood up, Hank asked, “Do you always use that cane, honey?”

“Yup.  It’s my needed third leg.  Actually, I don’t need it all the time, but about the time I don’t have it, down I go.  I’ll explain more about that in the coming days.  For now, I’m gone up to bed.  See you at five fifteen, gramps.”
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In the morning, Betty was downstairs by five.  She checked the weather outside to see there was at least two inches of snow.  She sighed, put on her coat and went outside to clean her car.  She took the snow shovel Hank had set next to the door and shoveled her way to the car.  By the time Hank came out ten minutes later, Betty had managed to get most of the snow off her car and had followed the shovel around to the passenger side of the car so Hank wouldn’t have to walk through snow to get in.  She had also started the car, so while not yet very warm, the defroster on both the front and rear windows was making some progress in getting rid of the snow she hadn’t yet pushed off.

Hank smiled as he approached, tossing sand out of a pail.  “Nicely done, Betty.  You’ll make someone a good wife.”

“Yeah, thanks, gramps.  What’s with the sand rather than salt?”

“Salt is tough on the concrete...though we’ll use salt at the café for faster melting for something like this stinking ice under the snow.”

“Oh, well, climb in and let’s hit it.  I guess I better bring the shovel for when we get to the café.” 

“Good idea.  We’ve got one there, so we can both deal with the snow behind the place, then go shovel off the sidewalk out front.”

Driving wasn’t too much of a problem, and after Betty parked behind the building she got out, and retrieved the shovel from the backseat floor of the car.  “You stay put, grandpa until I get a path shoveled to the back door.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

They both laughed at that, and in a matter of a few minutes, after Betty grabbed her cane, they were inside.  Hank got the shovel in the café and pointed to the front.  “You go start there, I’ll dig out a place for Sam and Zelda so they don’t have to plow through the snow to get inside.”

Betty replied, “Yes, sir,” as she put the cane on the counter top.

Both laughed again on their way to take care of their respective projects.  Betty had pretty well cleaned off the front sidewalk by the time Sam showed up with a bag of salt.  Betty put her shovel down and reached for the salt, but Sam shook his head. “I’ve got this, go on inside and warm up, Miss Betty.”

When Betty went inside, Hank and Zelda were stomping snow off their feet even though Hank had done a reasonable job of making a path from all three cars and around them by the time Zelda and Sam had arrived.  Betty walked behind the counter, still carrying her shovel and did the same thing there.  Even as she did that, Zelda got a mop and bucket and took them around from behind the counter.  She quickly mopped up the bit of water and snow Betty had brought in, then did the same in the rear of the building. 

She grinned and headed back to the front after Sam came in with more water and snow left in his wake.  Hank, meanwhile had gotten an absorbent rug which he spread near the front door.  When he finished, he looked at Betty.  “Can I go home now?”

Everyone chuckled or laughed at that as he headed behind the counter, while Zelda went for her apron, and Sam headed toward the kitchen.  Hank went behind the counter and pointed at the two coffee urns.  “Come, Betty, coffee making time.  Did we have the second, smaller, urn yet when you were last here?  I can’t remember...my gray matter sucks.”

“Yeah, gramps.  You told me on my last leave home that you had gotten it about two months before I came home.”

“Okay, if you say so...I really don’t remember.  Anyhow, I do remember how to make the coffee.  Watch closely, because I changed the formula.  In the big urn, I now put half regular and half decaf.  Also...”

“Don’t the customers complain about that change?”

“Heck, child, they’ve never noticed.  I made the change a while ago.  We’ve got a bunch of old codgers who shouldn’t be drinking any caffeine in the first place.  I figured I could get by with it after I tried the decaf when I started making it in the small urn...couldn’t tell the difference.  But, back to what I was saying, I’ve also cut the salt in half, and only use a half pat of butter...again for health reasons.  I don’t want to kill off all of our better customers.  Since the decaf urn is half the size of the big one, we use half measures...the quarter pat of butter is a pain sometimes, but it is what it is.  Now, normally on Saturdays, the crowd isn’t near as big, so I only make half batches in both urns.  But after what my darling bride said about the crowd yesterday coming in to see you, I’d bet we get more business than usual, so I’ll make a full batch of both.”

“Good idea, granny had to make an extra half batch of both yesterday.  I was really busy, so didn’t notice how she did it though.”

Sam hadn’t locked the door when he came in, which turned out to be a good thing.  Customers started coming in at ten to six.  Hank shouted out, “You better turn the closed sign around to open, Zelda.”

One of the customers who came up to the counter grunted, “We get the message, Hank.  Don’t get all bent out of shape ‘cause some of us want to welcome your grandbaby home from the wars.” 

And so the morning started off, but by nine, Betty whispered to Hank, “I thought Ward Newman always came in by six-thirty.”

“He normally does.  Guess he caught a case. You got a thing for him?”

“Yeah...maybe.”

By the time Ward did come in, it was nearing eleven and the crowd had thinned out considerably, but there were still twelve customers.  Ward plopped down on one of the stools, and before he could speak, Hank asked, “You want the usual, or is it too late?”

“Heck no it’s not too late, bring ‘em on.”

Hank turned toward Sam who said, “Got ‘em on already, Hank.  I saw him come in.”

Betty put a cup of coffee in front of Ward, and asked, “Did you get up late, or have you been busy working?”

“Zack Picker died in a car wreck last night.  I got the word around three this morning.  Been out at the scene ever since.  At first blush it looks like he drove off the road just south of his place.  But, I smell a rat.  Something about the scene just doesn’t look right to me.  I’m having the car gone over with a fine tooth comb.  In spite of the weather last night, Zack is a careful driver...except he does drive a bit too fast most times.  It looks like he just missed a turn because of the slick road, but I’m not real sure I’m buying it.  The car went down a deep gorge smack into a tree.  Too bad for Zack he was bad about not wearing his seatbelt.”

Hank grunted and Betty muttered, “Too bad for poor Mrs. Picker.  She seemed to be real happily married to him.”

Hank put in, “Yes, they seemed to get on quite well.  As good a person as Beth is, I just hate this for her.”

At the “ding” of the bell by Sam announcing food was ready for pickup, Betty got Ward’s pancakes and side of bacon. 

Ward looked at the two pancakes and three strips of bacon.  He smiled as he looked at Betty.  “Thanks...maybe a second short stack, but no more bacon, please.  I haven’t had anything to eat all day.”

Betty called out the order to Sam, then went to the cash register to ring up the bill of another customer.  That taken care of, she returned to Ward.  By then he had buttered his pancakes, put syrup on them, and was chowing down.  Betty asked, “So what has you concerned about the wreck?”

Ward mumbled his reply with a mouthful, “Later, let me finish here.”

Betty chuckled as she walked away to wait on another customer at the counter, who waved in her direction that he was ready to pay his bill. After taking care of him with thanks, she put the tip he left behind in the “tip jar” under the counter.  She had been told, and fully agreed with the idea, that any tips left for her, Ruby, or Hank at the counter went into the jar.  At the end of each day, the tips were divided between the two waitresses.  In the case of Saturday, everything in the jar went to the waitress working that day.

Through with that, she rushed to the kitchen counter to pick up Ward’s next order of pancakes.  She put them in front of him none too soon, as he was pushing his empty plate away.  He nodded thanks, still with a mouthful from the first short stack.  Betty grinned, “Hurry up and eat, I want to hear the story of what happened to poor Mr. Picker.”

“Yeah, yeah,” was all Ward mumbled, before putting butter and syrup on his next serving.

When, according to Betty, he “finally” finished, she picked up the second empty plate, as well as the plate the side of bacon had been on.  Dropping them in the dishwater behind the counter, after rinsing them off, she snatched up his coffee cup and refilled it.  “Okay, Detective Newman, give.”

“Yes, ma’am, yes, ma’am.  As I said, I got the call around three this morning.  I’ve got the duty today...starting at seven, but got the call anyhow.  By the time I got there, the EMTs had shimmied down a rope to his body, and the tow truck driver was busy tying the front of his truck to a tree across the road.  He joked about not wanting his truck to slide down on top of the car when he tried to winch it up.

“Anyhow, I looked the situation over and something didn’t seem right, so I took several pictures of the scene, and got some of his wrecked car, too.  As soon as I get finished here, I’m gonna go back to the station and blow up all the photos and print them out.  After that, I guess I’ll go out to talk to Beth.  Boy, do I ever hate that, but it has to be done.  I need to find out if he had been drinking, or was in any kind of a bad mood...you know something that would cause him to be careless.  So, there, that’s all I know at this point.”

“Would you like me to go with you when you go talk to her?  I want to give my condolences, and really don’t want to drive in all this crap any more than I have to.  Maybe having another woman with you would help with comforting her.”

“That would be okay I guess...since you added the part about not wanting to drive out there by yourself.  When do you want to go?”

“As soon as we close up and I take grandpa home.”

“Okay.  I’ll take care of enlarging my photos, then come by to pick you up.  By the way, before I go, did you mean it yesterday when you said you’d have gone out with me back then if I had asked?”

“Yup.  I never say anything I don’t mean.  I thought you were a hunk when we were in school.  Too bad you let yourself go...that I didn’t mean, I was joking.  You’re still a nice looking guy, in rugged sorta way.”

“Is that a compliment, or not?”

“You figure it out.  For now, get gone so we can get this show on the road.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Ward replied as he reached into his pocket for money.

“Pancakes are on the house for you today, chum...beat it.  No tip, either.”

“Thanks.  See you in an hour or so.”

Betty waited until Ward was out the door before she rang up the order, and paid for it out of her own pocket.  Then, even as her grandfather was shaking his head, she dropped two dollars in the tip jar.

She heard about that episode all the way home, then had to hear still more when he told Ruby about what Betty had done.  To which, Ruby asked, “You do have a thing for him, don’t you, dear?”

“Yeah, maybe.  Now hush about it, both of you.”

Betty puttered around the house until Ward arrived.  When he did, Betty invited him in as she went for her coat.  That on, she handed him the keys to her car.  “You drive.”

“You’re gonna let me drive that tank you call a car.”

“Yeah...come on.”

Ward nodded, then told Betty to get in while he got his “case folder.”  When he approached with the folder, he noticed Betty standing by the passenger side door.  He suddenly realized he hadn’t unlocked the doors and blushed as he did so.

Inside, with him driving, Betty asked, “Do you blush often?”

“Never mind.  If you want to look at the photos I took, maybe you can spot something I can’t...other than the whole scene still doesn’t look right to me.”

She poured over the photos for about half the distance to the Picker property.  Then she muttered, “Ah, ha.  I think you’re right, Detective Newman.  Something is wrong, and I bet I know what it is.  I’ll show you what I mean when we stop.”

Ward pulled off to the side of the road he was on.  “We’re stopped.”

“You aren’t pulling the old ‘out of gas’ routine on me, are you?”

“No.  Show me what you found, please.”

“You blushed again.  Anyhow, I have a question first...did anyone at the scene drive up the hill from here Mr. Picker went over the side?”

“Not that I’m aware of.  The ambulance was just short of where he went over, on the downhill side.  The tow truck was a few feet below, also.  Of course Jerry and Herman, who found him and called it in, were there in one car...Jerry’s, but it was parked downhill, also.”  

“Who are those guys?”

“Normally, a group of seven men have a poker game on the first Friday of the month.  When I arrived at the scene, I was told by two of the poker players at the scene that Zack Picker was believed to be on his way to the game when he drove off the road to his death.  They had been the ones who discovered his body.  The previous night four of them showed up for the game.  Vern called in to say he was not going to venture out due to the weather.  Adolph only showed up about half the time, and since he lived on a hill up the road from the Picker place, he wasn’t likely to try it either.  I was told that the four who did show up went ahead with the game, but did call Adolf to find out if he was coming.  They also called Zack, but Beth told them he was on his way.  They planned on expecting Zack to arrive at some point, but by midnight they were getting concerned about him, so after a few more hands, Jerry and Herman set out to see if they could find him.  They both knew the route he would take, so that was the route, in the opposite direction, they took to where they found him.  The first call came in a little after one-thirty, but I didn’t get called until just before three.”

“Sort of a longwinded answer to my question, but I get it.  The only name I am familiar with, other than Zack Picker—which I only heard yesterday—was Adolf Schiff.  I have heard of him, but can’t place who he is.”

“He’s an attorney, represented Zack.  Like me, you, and your grand folks, Beth Picker is represented by Del Jewell.  Don’t know the story there, except Zack and Adolf were friends.  That’s how Adolf got invited to the poker games.  I get the feeling most of the other guys didn’t much care for him, but went along with him being there due to liking Zack so much.”

“Hold it, I’m getting confused.  I thought you just found out about the poker game at the scene from the EMT guy.”

“No, no, sorry to fumble that.  I just found out who had been at the game last night, and who didn’t show.  A lot of people know about the game, no big deal. Now, will you tell me what you found, please?”

“Oh, yeah.  Look at this photo...do you see those tire tracks above where Mr. Picker went over the side?  There is a different tread, and wider there, than anywhere else in any of your photos.”

“By God, you’re right.  How in the heck did I miss that?  That looks like the tread a heavy-duty pickup would have wider rear tires...you know the type I mean.”

“Yes I do.  The other thing I noticed was the front wheels on Mr. Picker’s car are turned hard to the right, and up above where he went over there is a wide gash in the snow.  That would indicate to me that they were already turned before he went down.”  

“Yeah, I noticed that, but could have just been him trying hard to steer out of a slide. I do admit it is a bit strange, but nothing to prove anything.  Anything else?”

“Nope, drive on McDuff.”

At the Picker estate, they got out, and Ward asked, “Do you need any help up the steps?”

Betty looked at the seven steps up to the porch and shook her head as she answered, “Naw, I got it.  Steps aren’t my favorite thing, but with my trusty cane, up I go.  You could hold my other hand, though.”

“To help steady you?”

“No, silly, just to hold it.  Never mind, come on.”

At the door, Ward knocked, which was answered by Beth Picker, who invited them in.  After heartfelt condolences offered by both Ward and Betty, and a hug by Betty, everyone took a seat.  Then Ward asked, “May I ask you a few questions, Beth?  I know the timing is not ideal, but there are a few things I need to know.”

“Yes, go ahead, Ward.”

“It is my understanding that Zack left here to join in the Friday evening poker game, is that correct?”

“Yes.  He left around seven or thereabouts.”

Just then the phone rang, but Beth shook her head.  “I’m not answering it again, the answering machine can have this one.  I’ve had I don’t know how many calls of symphony, and I just can’t take talking to anyone else.  While I appreciate the calls, and you two coming by, I’m worn out by all this.  I’m still in shock, Ward.”

Hearing the answering machine in the background, and the message being left, Ward started to reply when Riley Higgins, the Picker’s hired hand, came in from the rear door, through the kitchen, and into the living room.  Ward nodded.  “Hi, Riley.”

“Hello, detective.  Guess you’re here over what happened to Zack?”

As he spoke he glanced at Betty with a questioning look, and Beth nodded in her direction, “Betty this is Riley Higgins, he works for us.  Riley, this is Betty Cain.”

Betty smiled.  “Nice to meet you, Riley.”

“Same here, Betty.  I heard about you coming home from the Army, but obviously didn’t know who you were until just now.  Sorry, that sounded stupid, but I’m a bit upset about Zack, he was a good man, a good boss, too, and will be missed.”  

Beth clouded up, but pointed at an empty chair.  “Have a seat, Riley, Ward was just asking me a few questions.”

While Riley sat, Ward got back to where he was before the phone rang, “I’m sorry to dump this on you now, but I really have to get a few things clear in my mind before I turn in my report.”

“What’s to know?  Zack drove too fast all the time, and never wore his seatbelt.”

Then she muttered under her breath, “Not the only thing he did too fast,” but only Betty heard, because she was sitting much nearer her former teacher than Ward.

Getting more uncomfortable by the second, Ward asked, “I hate to ask this, but had Zack been drinking, or was he upset about anything before he left?”

“No, to both.  He did have a drink with supper, but was quite happy to be going to his poker game when he left.”

They all continued to talk for a few more minutes before Ward stood up, “You know what, I think that’s all for now, Beth.  This could have waited, sorry to intrude on you.”

“That’s alright, Ward.  I know you’re just doing your job.”

Betty got up also, and looked at Riley.  “Actually, I think Ward and I have worn out our welcome, nice to meet you.”

“Same here, Betty.”

In the car, as Ward drove back toward town, Betty sighed.  “I didn’t see that coming from Beth.”

“See what?”

“Those two have a thing for each other.”

“What!  What in the heck are you talking about, Betty Cain?”

“You’re not much of a romantic, Detective Newman.  If you were, you could have clearly read the body language between those two.  I’d bet ten bucks they’re embracing right now.”

“Oh, you’re nuts.  You’ve been reading too many romance novels.”

“I’ve never read a romance novel in my life, Detective Newman.”

With no reply coming from Ward, they drove on for a few minutes, until his phone rang.  Before he could even reach for it, Betty ordered, “Pull this car off to the side of the road and put it in park before you even think about answering that.”

Ward sighed, but did as told before getting his phone out.  He looked at it and answered the call, “Hello, Chief.”

“Where are you, Ward?”

“On the way back to town from interviewing Beth Picker and Riley Higgins, sir.”

“Why haven’t you been answering the repeated calls I placed to you on your car radio?”

“Because, sir, I’m not in my car.  I’m in Betty Cain’s car.”

“Would you like to explain that to me, please?”

“I told Betty that I was going out to speak with Beth, and she asked to go with me because she wanted to give her condolences.  She didn’t want to drive herself because of the road conditions, so asked if she could go with me.  I agreed, and she asked me to come by her place to pick her up, after I finished enlarging some photos I took of what now may be a crime scene.  When I got her...”

“Hold it right there...what ‘crime scene’?”

“The crime scene where Zack Picker was killed.”

“I thought that was an accident situation, or at least that is what I’ve been told.  Told, I might add by someone other than the detective who drew the case.”

“It was an accident scene at first, but I smelled a rat, so to speak.  Anyhow, on the way to the Picker place, Betty was looking at the photos and spotted what I should have.  My suspicions grew from there to where we are now.”

“Which is where?”

“In talking to Beth and Riley, and asking a few questions, Betty thought they had a thing for each other.  I dismissed that at first, but on thinking on it a bit as I was driving, I think she may be right...either that or they were hiding something else.”

“I think you better come into the shop right now, Detective...in less than ten minutes.  Goodbye.”

“But, sir,” Ward muttered into the dead phone in his hand.

Ward had been holding the phone away from his ear, so Betty heard the conversation.  She grinned.  “It looks like I’m going with you to the cop house...no time to take me home and make it in within ten minutes.”

“Yeah.”
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When they entered the Chief’s office, he asked them to have a seat.  As they sat, the Chief nodded at Betty.  “Good to see you again so soon, Betty.”

“Same here, Chief.”

The Chief had been one of the many well-wishers who had stopped by to welcome Betty home.  At the questioning look on Ward’s face, the Chief explained that, and continued, “Okay, Detective, lay it on me...the entire story from the time you were assigned the case.”

Ward explained everything he had done, including eating at the café, until he got to the part about Betty spotting what she had on the photos.  At that point the Chief held up his hand.  “Stop there, please.  Do you make a habit of having civilians look at evidence of an on-going investigation?”

“No, sir.  But in this case, it’s a good thing I did, because as I just said, Betty spotted those two things that I had seen, but overlooked.  It also caused me to look at the photos again and I spotted what had really been bothering me, but I couldn’t put my finger on it.  The right rear bumper of Zack’s car was pushed in a bit.”

The Chief interrupted, “Which couldn’t have happened from hitting a tree head on.  I’m beginning to think you may have a point about this not being what it seems.  I’m also starting to feel I did the right thing when I had you assigned to the case.  Carry on.”

Ward suddenly realized why he had been called in before his assigned time to report in for the day.  Betty realized why he had asked a seemingly friendly, innocent question during the conversation with Beth and Riley.

As she was having that thought, Ward continued, “Anyhow, when we got to Beth’s home I asked about the condition of the car before...”

Betty interrupted him, “He was real sly how he went about that, Chief.  He innocently asked, ‘I guess Zack’s car was in tiptop shape, as usual?’  Riley answered that by saying, ‘You bet it was.  He treated that car like it was his child.  He kept it in perfect repair, with nary a scratch on it anywhere’.”

Chief Ronald Pratt was a kindly man in his early sixties.  While he ran a tight ship, he did so in a gentle manner, and was respected by all who knew him.  He didn’t suffer fools well, but had a habit of gently admonishing those working for him when they made mistakes...unless the mistake was of an unforgivable nature.  He was also a romantic by nature, though he kept that to himself most times.  That part of his nature caused him to get an inkling about the two people sitting in his office.  He smiled.  “Thank you, Betty, for the clarification.  Go on Ward.”

“Well, that’s about it, sir.  As I mentioned on the phone, Betty feels that Riley and Beth may have a thing for each other.  When she first brought it up, I accused her of reading too many romance novels, but on further consideration of her feelings, I think she may be correct.”

The Chief nodded.  “Of course you realize that if she is correct, they are the two prime suspects if this was not an accident, right?”

“Yes, sir.  Several people know about that once a month card game, but only those two and the players knew they were going to have it last night in spite of the weather.  Well, hold it, their spouses would have known, also.  But, putting spouses aside, of the nine people in the know, four were playing poker at the time of the accident.  One is dead.  The other two players were snowed in.  Adolf Schiff didn’t go out because Riley told me he didn’t plow his driveway until early this morning.  I know Vern didn’t go out because I drove by his place on the way here and he was just starting to clean his drive.  I could see there were no tire tracks on it, so he seems to be in the clear, too.”

“Okay, what are your plans from here, Ward?”

“Not much until I go over Zack’s car Monday morning.  If you don’t mind, I plan to do a bit of hunting tomorrow.  Oh, one other thing, there is no way Betty could pass the physical to become a cop because of her leg, but what would you think about maybe hiring her as a consultant?  Not for much of a salary, but...”

Chief Pratt held up his hand to interrupt.  “Betty, would you mind stepping into the hall for a minute or two?  I try not to embarrass my team in front of others if avoidable.”

Betty nodded as she stood up.  “No problem, Chief.”

As soon as the door shut behind her, the Chief asked, “Ward, are you sweet on her?”

“Maybe...yes.”

“You just blushed, Detective.  That’s a first since I’ve known you.  Get your girlfriend back in here.”

“Not ‘girlfriend’ yet, sir.”

“Maybe not, but you’re both working on it.  Please go get her.”

When both were seated across from the Chief, he asked, “Have you discussed this idea with Betty, Ward?”

“Well, no sir.  My thought was that she would work for next to nothing, maybe a dollar a year or something.  I know we probably couldn’t put her on as a consultant without some sort of pay, but also know the department’s budget is sorta tight.  I’d even pay the buck.”

“Gee, that’s big of you, Detective.  Betty, how say you on this grand scheme?”

“I like it...a lot.  But I think I should get at least a hundred dollars a year,” Betty replied, then noticing Ward’s eyes had widened, she added, “I was just joking.  One buck would be fine.”

Before his Chief could speak, Ward blurted out, “A hundred is okay.”

Smiling, Chief Pratt shook his head.  “I’ll try to get Mayor Westrich’s approval on this, and if he agrees, we’ll work out some sort of contract.  In the meantime, Ward, let me know Monday what the car turns up.  Good hunting tomorrow, Ward.  Nice work, you two, on this so far.  One thing, how did you come up with this ‘consulting’ business idea, Ward?”

“As you know from the resume I submitted to you, I was an unpaid, unofficial, intern with Lieutenant Elmer Bader at the LAPD.  When I would tag along with him on cases, he would often ask my opinion, or if I had any ideas.  At least twice that I can remember, he said something along the lines of, ‘Good thought, one I hadn’t had yet.’  Well, same deal with Betty...she noticed a few things I had missed.”
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