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Prologue

Funerals are usually sad occasions, but in the case of my older sister, Mary Kane Dixon, while it was sad, it was also full of snickers and outright guffaws. Friends and relatives told of her childhood antics as well as some in her later life. Attendees came away believing she lead a productive and interesting life, filled with love and humor, but cut short by illness.

Her two young grandchildren couldn’t believe the stories they heard as they had only known their grandmother in her declining years when she was stern, humorless, and even grumpy. At the reception following the service, ten-year-old Emily led her eight-year-old brother, Jack, over where I was sitting.

“What was Grandma really like?” asked Emily. "Were you involved with those pranks too?

They climbed onto the couch, one on each side of me, looking for answers. I briefly closed my eyes and my mind drifted back to my childhood. I realized that these two kids weren’t too different from the way Mary and I were at their ages. They were eager to learn about their grandma, and I was eager for them to know my best friend and sister as I had known her: The grandma they never knew.

I told a story that I knew my sister would have loved to tell her grandkids herself.





Chapter 1: A Diversionary Tactic

It was the summer of 1955, on a Saturday, when I peeked out from inside the laundry hamper. I’d been crouched inside all morning, hiding amidst dirty socks and wet towels, all in hopes of nabbing whoever had been rubbing shoe polish on my comb. I’d suspected it was Mary, but in our family, one never knew.

We were a family of pranksters and our parents were often the worst of the bunch. Sometimes I felt I was the only mature member of the family and I was only ten years old. My father, Dwight Kane, was most feared as the district attorney in town, but on nights and weekends he was known for jumping out of closets in gorilla masks or giving us a scare. Once he gave us kids vanilla ice cream cones made from cold mashed potatoes.

The shoe polish mystery had been dogging me for several days. I didn’t like being tricked just as much as I didn’t like oily black sludge stringing through my strawberry-blond hair. Through process of elimination, I discovered that it couldn’t have been my mother, though it was certainly not below her sense of humor. The first time I found the shoe polish, she’d been at the university.

My father, likewise, had been eliminated. He had been out of town on business. So, that left my older sister and biggest rival, Mary, as the only logical suspect.

I had been in the hamper for an hour, and thought about quitting for the day to work on more pressing cases. I had been hired that morning to find a lost cat by our neighbor, Mrs. Lucerne. She had at least twenty cats already, but apparently every single one was important to her because she had offered me a handsome finder’s fee to track down the missing feline.

Just then a noise came from the hall. I ducked back down into the hamper. As far as anyone knew, I was at my friend Frankie’s house, playing the board game Clue. I had loudly announced my plans that morning, hoping the suspect would think the coast was clear.

The footsteps got closer and through the wicker of the hamper, I could see the suspect’s shoes. The black hightops were on tiptoes. I strained my eyes and saw, written in ink on the side of the left shoe, ‘Slugs rule!’

“A-ha,” I yelled, leaping from the hamper, an accusatory finger already pointed at the guilty party. “Frankie! I should have known!”

Frankie dropped the shoe polish tin and started to run, but not before I reached out and grabbed his shirt. Still standing in the hamper, I was dragged across the tile floor as Frankie laughed and tried to escape. “You little…” I yelled.

“Wait, wait,” laughed Frankie. “It’s not what it looks like!”

“I’ve heard that story a hundred times,” I said. “You were caught, Frankie. Caught red-handed and now you’re trying to throw me off the scent. I wasn’t born yesterday, buddy.”

Suddenly there was a voice from inside the shower.

“Oh, let him go, Scooter.” It was Mary. She pulled the curtain back and stepped over the rim of the tub.

“Wait,” I said. “Why are you in the shower?”

“Keeping tabs on you, of course. Someone’s been trying to pick the lock on my diary.”

“Oh, very nice. So, you suspect me, your law-abiding, crime-loathing, brother.”

“I do more than suspect, Scooter.”

I was about to protest, but thought better of it. For as good as I was at solving mysteries, my sister was an absolute pro at picking out a lie. I had learned the hard way that it was almost always better to remain silent.

To my left Frankie tiptoed out of the bathroom.

“Whoa, not so fast Frankie. You say you’re a patsy? Well, you better start talking.”

I loved to talk tough, but Frankie knew I wasn’t really upset. We had an unspoken agreement that Frankie had a responsibility to try to trick me and Mary. It was like he was doing us a favor, keeping our skills sharp.

“Yeah,” said Mary, wedging her way in between us. “Start talking.”

Frankie, who could never resist Mary’s feminine charms, quickly admitted that it was our mother who had hired him to keep Mary and I busy that Saturday. “She said she wanted to make sure you two stayed away from the library,” Frankie said.

“Wait, what?” I said. “Mom is usually begging us to go to the library, and now she wants us to stay away?”

Frankie shrugged, oblivious to the machinations of deceit that ran through the Kane family. His passion was bugs, not mysteries (although anything slimy would do).

He opened his mouth, about to change the subject and talk about the most recent ‘legendary’ episode of Bugmania when he realized Mary and I were already walking down the stairs.

“Yo, Frankie,” said Mary. “Move it or lose it. We’re going to the library.”





Chapter 2: A Similar Name

All three of us hopped on our bikes and peddled furiously toward our small town’s downtown. We lived in Elm City, Iowa, home of Eastern Iowa University. Our mother was a professor in the school’s criminology department. I liked to think that between my dad’s job as district attorney and my mom’s extensive knowledge in all things criminal, our careers were darn near inevitable.

Still, I couldn’t help but notice that my parents weren’t as encouraging as they used to be. In our most recent case, in which Mary and I had helped bring down a real counterfeiting ring, we had gained notoriety in town. And as proud as our parents were, they were also worried about the danger we had put ourselves in.

Our threesome arrived at the library, and noticed a large crowd in the back of the building. Mary walked up to the circulation desk and asked what was going on.

“Professor Zaloumis is in town to speak about his new book,” said the librarian, as if that statement of fact told everything Mary needed to know.

“I see. And he is…?” pressed Mary.

The librarian, clearly flustered at Mary’s ignorance, thrust a flyer in her face and then joined the rest of the crowd. The flyer read: ‘Professor Emmitt Zaloumis visits Elm City to give a talk about Justice in the Old West. Saturday at noon at the downtown library. Arrive early for best seats.’

“This makes no sense,” whispered Mary to Frankie and me. “Why does Mom care if we learn about the Wild West?”

“No idea,” I said. “Let’s go listen and maybe we can figure it out.”

We walked toward the rear of the library and found all the seats had already been taken. We put on some nametags at the request of one of the organizers. The only available seats were in the front row.

The librarian walked to the podium. “Ladies and gentlemen, thank you all for coming. Today we have a special guest from the west coast. Professor Emmitt Zaloumis has flown out to, among other things, talk to us about his knowledge of the old west. Professor, please take it away.”

A slim, bushy-haired man sauntered to the front of the room. He cleared his throat.

“Thank you for the kind introduction, ma’am.” I couldn’t be sure, but I thought I saw the professor send a wink over to the librarian. She was certainly blushing as if he had.

"As she said, I am a professor out in California in a town north of the San Francisco Bay Area called Humboldt. I’m here in Elm City to do some research at the University’s library.

“So, what do I do, exactly? Well, a lot of stuff. Humboldt is a small-ish school and I’m required to wear a lot of different hats. But the topic I love most is learning and teaching about the old west. How many of you have an interest in that time in our great nation’s history?”

A few kids raised their hands.

"Hmm, not too many. I’ll see if I can change that. See, what I love most about the old west is the justice system. It wasn’t like today, when people can appeal their convictions and lawyers argue with each other for years on end. No, sir. Back then the process was much quicker and not always fair.

“I’m sure you kids know something about being treated unfairly, or being accused of something you didn’t do, right? Like when your mom accuses you of stealing a cookie without any proof? Well, that’s how it worked back in the Old West, only the stakes were a lot higher. Men, and occasional women, were often accused of crimes without any compelling evidence.”

Mary raised her hand. “If there wasn’t any evidence, how were the people ever convicted? Even back in the Old West, you still needed evidence to get somebody in trouble.”

“You’re right. You’re absolutely right, little lady. And I’ll tell you how. Eyewitnesses. An eyewitness is somebody who claims to have seen the alleged crime in action. Most of the time, the witnesses were reliable and truthful. But not always. Right now, I’m working on a book about some of the more famous cases.”

“Like what?” said Frankie. Mary and I looked at each other. It was the first non-bug related question he’d made in a long time.

“Well,” said the professor, "there are plenty of tales about horse thieves being hung and cattle rustlers finding themselves at the end of an unforgiving rope. But I’m interested in a different story. It’s the story of a guy who, like a lot of people of that time, dreamed of striking it rich in the gold rush. He left his family and young son back east and headed to California.

"At first he did okay. He made a little cash and started to build a modest home for his family. He wanted them to move out West to live with him as soon as he could afford it. But he got desperate. He missed his family so much he took to criminal acts as a way to speed up the process. He always wore a black cloth to cover his face.

"The robberies continued for several years, and each time the ‘Faceless Bandit’ escaped capture. Finally, in the summer of 1873, after a bank robbery, the sheriff trapped the bandit in a cave in the foothills. A gunfight ensued and the sheriff was killed.

“The citizens were outraged and demanded justice. The deputy sheriff took on the investigation and three days later, arrested the man in the local saloon. Someone had found a black cloth mask in his saddlebag. A few days later, he was hung.”

“That is pretty flimsy evidence,” Mary whispered

"For whatever it’s worth, he maintained his innocence up until the very end. I’ve researched this story quite a bit and can almost recite his final words by heart. He stood up on the hangman’s deck as the townspeople looked on. He was defiant. After the preacher asked him if he had any last words, he stepped forward to the edge of the platform, high above the town and said, ‘Ladies and gentlemen, I stand before you an innocent man. I am about to die for something I did not do. I suspect the guilty party is among you. My presence, my soul will not leave your town as long as my name is synonymous with crime and murder. I will be here until I am cleared.’

“The townspeople didn’t much like threats, and neither did the executioner. The man was quickly hung from the strongest branch of the strongest tree just outside of town. Since that time, the town was flooded, suffered other misfortunes, and finally burned to the ground. Was this accused criminal, this Faceless Bandit, as he was called, responsible? There are some that claim, even to this day, that the old hanging tree is haunted with his spirit.”

“Well,” said Mary, “was he guilty?”

“You’ll have to buy my book to find out,” said the professor to a loud round of laughs. “Only kidding. Actually, nobody knows. But thinking about it sure is interesting, isn’t it?”

I could barely breathe, but I managed to blurt out a question that had to be asked. “What was his name?”

The professor looked right into my eyes, then down at my nametag. A grave smile appeared across his face. “Well, it was a lot like yours. William T. Kayne. Kayne was the last man ever to be hung in Dry Gulch,” the professor said.





Chapter 3: The Shocking Truth

There was no such thing as business as usual at the Kane household. That night was particularly chaotic. As soon as our parents got home from work, Mary and I pulled them into the living room and began to grill them.

“So, we had quite an interesting day,” said Mary, the interrogation expert. “Care to guess what we did?”

Mom and Dad glanced at each other, but remained silent. Like me, they knew the perils that came with getting caught in a lie in front of Mary.

“Please allow me, Mary,” I said. I cleared my throat for emphasis. “It’s an interesting day when you not only learn that your own mother conspired to put shoe polish in your comb, but that both parents have been engaged in a mass conspiracy.”

“Conspiracy,” laughed Mom. “Really, Scooter. Don’t overplay your hand, here. What are you talking about?”

Mary spoke up, playing the bad cop in this situation. “What he’s talking about,” said Mary, “is the fact that you and your husband have been hiding certain familial bits of history from us.”

Mom winced. “Frankie,” she spat to herself.

“Indeed,” said Mary, with a smile.

“Allow me a moment with my attorney,” said Mom. She and Dad went into the corner and whispered in hushed tones, before returning to face their two kids.

“OK,” said Dad. “Here’s the deal with William T. Kayne. Everything the Professor said was probably true. And yes, you guys are related to him. We all are. William’s son dropped the ‘y’ from his name to avoid being associated with the Faceless Bandit when he ran for state senator of California back in the late 1800s.”

“Why did you try to keep us from learning this?” I asked.

“We heard the professor was giving a talk and we didn’t want you guys to get into another case that was over your head. That last one you had put you both in real danger. Your father and I are all for fun mysteries and pranks, but we’re still your parents. We can’t have you running around putting yourselves in harm’s way.”

“But all this is 2,000 miles away in California. What makes you think we’d go out there to solve a mystery?”

“Because your Uncle Armando and Cousin Carlos still live in New Dry Gulch where all this occurred,” said Dad.

“Dwight!” hissed Mom.

“Oops,” said Dad.

“Hmm,” I said. “So, we’d have a place to stay…”

“For-get it, kiddo,” said Mom, but Mary and I persisted as only kids can. After an hour of tense negotiations, the parents relented under the strict promise that Mary and I would behave and not put ourselves in any danger. Mom retired to the den to call Armando, her brother-in-law, and arranged the flights.

Mary and I shrieked with joy, jumped up, and hugged our parents. We were going to California.





Chapter 4: Getting Ready to Travel

We had this cool tree house that we used as our office. Both Mary and I were pretty organized, and we used three-by-five index cards on a bulletin board in our tree house office to keep our suspicions straight. We tracked clues like unusual behavior, a slip of the tongue and news articles. We were really into being detectives.

We were concerned about closing up our tree house office for several weeks that summer. We worried our leads would get cold, and the suspects would have time to conceal their activities, but this could be our biggest case ever.

We had a week to prepare for our trip and we were resolved to make the most of our time.

Several days before our flight, we rode our bikes down to the library to see if we could dig up any more dirt on the William Kayne mystery.

Of the two of us, Mary was better at research. She was far more patient than I, who preferred to be in the moment. If you asked me what my idea of perfect happiness was, I’d say to be at the scene and looking for clues.

I had mixed feelings about criminals. Sure, I didn’t like them, and I didn’t approve of them trying to steal, lie, and cheat. But, I had to admit, without them, my life would be darn boring.

For a ten-year-old, I was pretty famous. The prior year, Mary and I had solved a counterfeiting case that had brought us attention across the state. I remember what one of the reporters had asked me when I was being interviewed. The reporter, a portly man who was clearly disgusted at having to treat a ten-year-old like a legitimate detective, asked me, with a not-so-obvious roll of the eyes, “What’s your secret? How do you solve cases?”

I thought about it and replied with earnestness, “It’s not hard. The trick is that you can’t be afraid to go where the clues lead you. No matter what. Period.” The quote ended up in the local paper and it became about as close to a motto as I had. I even had it in big letters in our treehouse.

Since then, our cases took a turn for the less glamorous. Lost cats, missing bicycles, the usual stuff. This was a chance to get back on track, to really test ourselves. Anybody (with the exception of Mrs. Lucerne) could find a cat. It would take a real pair of detectives to solve an eighty-five-year-old mystery, if there was one.

Walking through the library, we found Professor Zaloumis chatting with the librarian.

We waved, then made our way toward the card catalog section in the back of the building. The library was nearly empty, but there were a few regulars reading the newspapers and perusing the shelves.

We both attacked the index cards in hopes of learning as much as possible about the Wild West of Dry Gulch, but weren’t able to find anything new. We were about to give up when we noticed Professor Zaloumis peering over our shoulders.

“Hey guys. I see my lecture had quite an effect on you.”

“It did,” replied Mary. “We learned we are actually related to William Kayne and we’re going to California to investigate in person. We have relatives out there who we can stay with. We’re just doing a bit of last minute research.”

“Hmm, yeah, there isn’t much information about William Kayne. For this one, you may have to talk to the locals. Even though he’s long since dead, his legend still casts an eerie shadow over New Dry Gulch.”









Chapter 5: Help from Frankie

That night, Mary and I packed and discussed what we’d learned.

“OK, here’s what we do know,” said Mary. “William Kayne was a convicted criminal who was hung for his crimes. He maintained his innocence until his dying breath. The money he allegedly stole was never recovered. Ever since then, the town where he died has had some horrible things happen to it. And, to top it off, the both of us are directly related to the deceased. That everything?”

“I think so,” I said. “This is going to be a different kind of case. We’re going to be meeting some unusual people, and most of them won’t know us, or trust us. We’re going to have to be on our best behavior.”

“You’re telling me to be on my best behavior?” asked Mary with a laugh.

“Well, I’m saying it mostly for my own benefit,” I admitted. The doorbell sounded, and Mom called up the stairs.

“Scooter, it’s Frankie to see you.”

“Hmm,” I said, “I wonder what he wants. He never leaves his house from seven o’clock to eight when ‘Bugmania’ is on Iowa Public Radio.”

“This must really be urgent,” said a sarcastic Mary.

As it turned out, it was, but mostly to Frankie.

“Oh, I’m so glad I caught you before you left. I wanted to give you this guidebook on bugs and snakes. It’s saved my bacon on more than one occasion, and I’m sure you’ll be running across your fair share of reptiles out in California.”

“Wow, thanks, Frankie! I’m sure it’ll come in handy.”

“No problem at all. Just don’t lose it. Well, I gotta get back, I’m missing Bugmania and Iowa Public Radio doesn’t do commercials. Good luck!”





Chapter 6: Meeting Carlos and Uncle Armando

The next day was a slog. Mary and I headed for the airport early in the morning, knowing a long day of coach-class travel awaited us. Despite our protests, our parents insisted on making sure we were on the right plane before heading home.

While waiting in line, Dad pulled me aside. “Remember, big guy,” Dad said, “be nice to Uncle Armando. He’s been through a lot with his wife dying, having to raise Carlos by himself. The last thing he needs is to be chasing you and your sister all over town.”

“I got it, Dad. I got it. We’ll be good.”

“That’s not good enough, Scooter. I want you to promise me. Your mom and I, we don’t want you and Mary to get in over your heads again.”

“What do you mean, ‘again’? We nailed the counterfeiters.”

“I know, buddy, I know. But you’re a kid. Don’t forget it, okay?” Dad smiled and roughed up my hair. “Because if I hear that you’re not good, you know what your mother and I are going to do? We’re going to stop calling you Scooter and start calling you by your real name. And we might just tell your teachers and friends to do the same.”

“Hey, that’s a threat,” I said.

Mom walked over. “Oh, you bet it is. Now, have a good time!”

This was before jetways at airports, so we had to walk outside to the roll away stairs and climb into the airplane, and our adventure began.

I scarcely remembered Uncle Armando or my cousin, Carlos. I hadn’t seen them for five years. The year after the visit, Carlos’ mom, who was my dad’s sister, died in a car accident.

We stepped off the plane in Sacramento, California, accompanied by Debra, the flight attendant. Once inside the terminal, we met the stocky, black-haired man and smiling boy.

Debra verified Uncle Armando’s identification before departing. Mary hugged Uncle Armando and Carlos. I shook their hands, then we followed Uncle Armando to claim our luggage.

“I hope we brought the right stuff,” Mary said. “What’s the weather like in the summer?”

“Sacramento gets pretty hot, but up where we are, in New Dry Gulch, it’s a little cooler, and almost always dry,” Uncle Armando said.

“Why is it called ‘New’ Dry Gulch?” I asked. “Was there an ‘Old’ Dry Gulch?”

“Yes,” Carlos piped in. “Only it wasn’t called ‘Old’ Dry Gulch, just plain Dry Gulch, right Dad?”

“Right you are, Carlos. Both towns were gold rush towns. The mines around New Dry Gulch were discovered a year or so later than Dry Gulch. Around 1910, a fire burned the town of Dry Gulch to the ground. I guess you could call it a ghost town now.”

Uncle Armando and Carlos helped Mary and me lug the bags to a red Jeep Utility Wagon and stow the suitcases in the back.

As the Jeep eased around the curves of the paved back road, Mary asked, “How big is your town?”

“It’s a lot smaller than Elm City, Iowa. Our population is only about twenty-two hundred people, the smallest county population in California,” Uncle Armando said with pride.

“My dad’s the mayor, huh Dad,” said Carlos.

“Well, it’s a part-time job, and the main reason is because no one else wants the job.” He chuckled. “Our town is small, but there is a lot of interesting history around the area.”

“Do you know about our great-great-grand-dad, William Kayne?” I asked.

“Yes. It’s quite a story. Supposedly, Kayne sent a letter to his wife telling her of his innocence, but apparently it never got to her.”

“Tell ’em about the gun, Dad,” said Carlos.

“The only worldly possessions that William owned were his horse and saddle, and his gun belt and six shooter—a Colt revolver. I have his gun belt and six shooter locked up at home. They’re real antiques now.”

“Do you think he was innocent, like he said?” I asked. “Cause he was convicted.”

“Well, I’d like to think so,” said Uncle Armando, “but I guess we’ll never know for sure, will we?”





Chapter 7: New Dry Gulch

New Dry Gulch didn’t look like any town Mary or I had seen, even though Iowa had its share of small towns. Wooden sidewalks high above the street, store buildings with false fronts, many with balconies or porch covers. It was just like in the movies, except there were trucks and cars instead of horses. There was something else different—no Younker’s Department Store, Rexall Drug, or Hy-Vee Grocery stores.

“Wow,” said Mary. “What a cool town.”

“We’re proud of it,” said Uncle Armando. “We’re trying to keep it as authentic as possible. The town was founded in 1852, and it’s been the county seat since 1856.”

We turned left on Nugget Street, drove up a steep hill for two blocks, then turned right on Gold Avenue. Uncle Armando parked in front of an old, dark red brick building.

“You shouldn’t park in front of a fire station, should you?” I asked tentatively.

Both Carlos and his dad laughed.

“This isn’t a fire station,” said Carlos. “This is where we live.”

“But it says ‘Engine Company’ right above the door,” I said.

“It used to be a firehouse,” explained Uncle Armando. “We tried to keep the old firehouse look. We live upstairs. The downstairs is our garage. There is even a fire pole to slide down if you like. C’mon, Carlos. Let’s show them the place. Then we’ll go out to New Dry Gulch’s best pizza place.”

“You mean New Dry Gulch’s only pizza place, don’t you?” Carlos laughed.





Chapter 8: Who’s Glotz?

Because of the two-hour time difference between Iowa and California, I woke up about 6:30 the following morning. Carlos had shared his room with me while Mary had a room down the hall. With Carlos still sleeping, I tiptoed to the kitchen and found Uncle Armando eating Cheerios. Mrs. Miller, the live-in housekeeper, was washing dishes at the sink.

Mary stumbled in a few minutes later, rubbing the sleep from her eyes.

“Where’s Carlos?” asked Mary.

“He’s still asleep.”

“Well, I’m off to work,” said Uncle Armando. “I like to get in early to handle my paperwork.”

“At City Hall?” I asked.

“No, this is for my other business. I’m an insurance agent. My office is above the old Grand Hotel, downtown.” He gulped down a last spoonful of cereal. “You guys have fun today.”

“I hope we can check out the town,” I said.

“Carlos will show you around, all six blocks. It won’t take long.”

After breakfast, the three of us kids gathered in the front room of the old firehouse. The windows provided a panoramic view of downtown New Dry Gulch.

“Let’s go,” Carlos said, turning away from the windows. “You want to take the stairs, or the quick way down?”

“The quick way,” Mary and I answered together.

Carlos demonstrated how to hold onto the old brass fire pole, then made a smooth, quick decent to the lower level. Mary followed without a problem. It looked easy, but I went down too fast and landed on my butt.

“Looks like you need a little practice,” said Mary, laughing.

In the garage, three old bikes leaned against the wall. Mary, Carlos, and I each grabbed one bike and headed downtown.

Mary and I liked the town immediately. A town square, with a white, elevated bandstand, stood in the center of the business area. Alongside it a stream had been dammed up to provide a wading area for kids. Behind the bandstand was a baseball diamond.

“Hey, 3J,” Carlos yelled at a kid in the stream. “Come here, I want you to meet my cousins.”

“That’s his name? Why is he called that?” I asked.

“Because his real name is John Joshua Johnson, but since his dad’s name is John and his uncle is Joshua, everyone just calls him 3J.”

“Cool name,” said Scooter, thinking of his own unfortunate moniker—Barthinius.

A lean, ebony-skinned boy with short curly black hair and dark eyes approached. His dripping red swim trunks left a trail of water behind him. He seemed to be a couple of years older than Carlos and me, about Mary’s age.

“3J, meet Scooter and Mary, my cousins from Iowa. Scooter and Mary, this is 3J.”

“Howdy. Is this your first visit to New Dry Gulch?” asked 3J.

“Yes,” replied Mary. “In fact, it’s our first visit to California, or any place outside Iowa.”

“Well, I’ve never been too far out of California,” said 3J. “Only Nevada.”

“3J’s dad runs the stables on the edge of town. Dad and I keep our horses there. Most of the town people do—the sheriff, the county clerk, almost everyone,” said Carlos.

“You have horses?” I asked.

“Sure. 3J and I ride all the time. Right, 3J?”

“Right. We have a lot of open space around here, and we can ride for miles without ever crossing a paved road. Sometimes we camp out, it’s really great. Anytime you and Mary want to go, we have plenty of horses you can borrow. They’re all pretty gentle, so you don’t have to worry if you’re not experienced.”

“Experienced?” said Mary. “Does riding a pony in a circle at the county fair count?”

3J and Carlos laughed.

“Don’t sweat it, Mary,” said Carlos. “The horses do all the work. There’s really nothing to it.”

“Well, I’m going back in the water.” 3J nodded at Mary and me. “I really mean it about riding horses whenever you want. See ya.”

“Are you guys ready to tour the rest of the town? We’ll stop by Dad’s office, and see if he’ll take us to lunch,” said Carlos.

We biked down Main Street. Traffic was light. A Golden Retriever sitting in the cab of a pickup truck loaded with camping gear looked hopefully at us as we passed. Dozens of people roamed the main street dressed in shorts and t-shirts, many with cameras strapped around their neck. Flags and pennants fluttered from the front of the picturesque stores and shops.

“There sure are a bunch of antique stores and cafes, at least compared to Iowa,” said Mary.

I noticed something else. The grocery store, the hardware store, the service station, and the real estate office all had the same name: Glotz. Glotz Grocery, Glotz Hardware, Glotz Real Estate. Hmm, I thought, pulling out a three-by-five note card and making a notation. I wonder who Glotz is.





Chapter 9: The Office

We parked the bikes in a rack in the town square. A boy who looked four or five years older than me and a bearded man dressed in old-fashioned clothes passed us. The man wore huge, scuffed, black cowboy boots that looked uncomfortable. The boy stared at Carlos, but didn’t say hello. Neither did Carlos.

“Who’s that?” I asked.

“That’s the Glotz kid, and Fletcher Tibbs, the county clerk and owner of the coin shop.”

“Is he a friend of yours?”

“The Glotz kid?” asked Carlos, rolling his eyes. “I just try to stay out of his way.”

“Weird boots the man was wearing,” I said. “He must have really fat feet.”

Carlos led Mary and me along the sidewalk sheltered by balconies and colorful awnings to the Grand Hotel. Inside, we crossed the small lobby to a wide, circular staircase. The old wooden stairway creaked as we climbed one floor to Uncle Armando’s insurance office.

Uncle Armando rose from his chair, came around his desk, and put his large arms around the three of us. “Welcome to my humble office,” he said.

I studied the room. Along one wall stood mismatched metal file cabinets. Behind Uncle Armando’s oversized desk was a credenza which held a Monroe Calculating Adding and Accounting machine, as well as an Underwood typewriter.

“What’s that?” I pointed to a rifle on the back wall.

Uncle Armando lifted the gun from the rack. “This is an old Remington rifle, the kind the pioneers used when they were making their way West. Of course, it no longer works. I collect items from the early days in California. The other antique gun I have is the one that belonged to your great-great-grandfather, which I keep locked up at home.”

He showed the rifle to Mary and me, then returned it to the rack.

"And this is a picture of the original Dry Gulch, taken in 1870’s. See here? The way they used to tie up their horses? That’s the saloon where William Kayne was arrested. They hung him two days later.

“It’s almost noon. I’ll take you to my favorite place for lunch,” said Uncle Armando.

“I sure would like to see where the old saloon was,” I said.

“If you guys want, we can ride horseback to the old Dry Gulch. It’s not that far,” said Carlos.

“Wow. That would be cool,” I said.





Chapter 10: Bullets Have Fingerprints

Carlos, Uncle Armando, and I strolled along the uneven wooden sidewalk, while Mary clicked off some pictures with her ever-present camera. I was surprised at how busy the business district of New Dry Gulch was, a lot busier than the main street of Elm City. Most of the street parking was full. Sightseers clicked their cameras at the restored western buildings. The Californian Hotel and the Royal Saloon seemed to be two favorite subjects for the cameras. Both buildings were now restaurants, and they appeared to be doing a good business with the tourist trade.

As we walked, a warm breeze fluttered the awnings over the wooden sidewalk.

“Even Elm City has buildings taller than two stories,” I whispered to Mary.

Uncle Armando led us toward an old single-story building.

“We’re going to eat where the locals eat. It used to be the stagecoach station. Not as fancy as the Californian or the Royal. It’s almost like it was in the old days, plus it’s at the upper end of Main Street out of the tourist traffic. Chuck, the owner, doesn’t like tourists, so he calls his place Upchuck’s. That seemed to keep the tourists out. The name is nasty, but the food is tasty.”

When Uncle Armando opened the door to the restaurant, a voice boomed, “His Honor, the Mayor.” Chuck smiled and waved at us as we filed in.

Uncle Armando received a smattering of polite applause from the other patrons. A portly man in the back shouted, “I promise to vote for you if you give no speech.” Laughter filled the room.

Uncle Armando waved to the group. “Distinguished citizens of New Dry Gulch,” he began, “and I use the term loosely. You know my son, Carlos. We have the pleasure of my nephew and niece visiting from the great state of Iowa. Please say hello to Scooter and Mary Kane.”

“Hello, Scooter and Mary,” the group responded in unison.

We were embarrassed by all the attention, but Carlos assured us this happened frequently with favorite customers. Chuck seated us at a large table near the front.

“What a cool place,” I said. “I need a souvenir.” I picked up a book of matches from the table that had a picture of the restaurant on the cover.

When the door opened again, the restaurant owner bellowed, “The town’s leading veterinarian and county coroner.”

“Hello, Doc,” yelled the patrons.

A short, slightly overweight man with a bushy white beard entered. The narrow white band of hair contrasting with his tanned bald head almost looked like a halo. He smiled and gave a modest bow.

“Hi, Doc,” said Uncle Armando. “Come and join us. I’d like to introduce you to our guests.”

Doc nodded to Mary and me as he settled into a chair next to Carlos.

I leaned forward. “What’s a coroner?”

“Well, hopefully, you will never have to use my services,” Dr. Jones chuckled. “In cases of violent, sudden, or unusual deaths, a coroner’s job is to determine the cause of death. You know, like an accident, or when foul play is involved. Usually around here it’s accidents. This is a pretty quiet town. But even here there are mishaps. That, and being the only veterinarian in town, keeps me quite busy.”

“Have you had some interesting cases?” asked Mary.

“Oh, yes. We’ve had a few exciting situations since I became coroner.”

“Can you tell us one?” I asked.

“Well, let me think… hmm… there was a situation several years ago. Do you remember the Smith case, Armando?”

“The so-called ‘hunting accident?’” said Uncle Armando.

“Yes, this fellow, Luke Smith, told the sheriff that he and his wife were out walking in the woods during deer hunting season. It was a Saturday afternoon, as I recall. He said a hunter’s stray shot killed his wife, right in front of him. He was upset, very emotional at the time. He and his wife had been married for years, and from all outward appearances, they were a happy couple.”

“Did they live here in town?” I looked at Uncle Armando for the answer.

“Actually, they lived out on a small ranch.”

“Carlos, did you know them?”

“I used to see them in town once in a while,” said Carlos.

“Wow,” I said.

The doctor continued, “Of course, there were no witnesses, and the man had no criminal record so the consensus was that it was just an unfortunate accident.”

“But it wasn’t?” asked Mary

“No. The case might have ended there except for one thing. Mr. Smith had recently purchased large life insurance policies on his wife and himself. Your uncle, who had sold Smith the policies, reported it to the sheriff.”

“Awesome,” I said.

“When he heard about the insurance, the sheriff became suspicious. The fellow’s story was simple and there was no way to disprove it. But as any experienced law man knows, in a murder case, the most logical suspect is the spouse of the deceased.”

“Was it the husband?” I looked at Doc.

“Yep, it sure was. The sheriff got a search warrant for the Smith home. It was quite a surprise to Luke Smith, because up until that time he had no idea he was even a suspect. Anyhow, the sheriff found Luke’s hunting rifle in the house. A ballistics test proved that it was the gun that killed Mrs. Smith.”

“What happened then?” asked Mary.

“Luke was convicted of murder in the first degree and is now in Folsom Prison.”

“What are ballistics tests?” I asked.

“When a gun shoots a bullet, it leaves unique lines and grooves on that bullet that are unlike those from any other gun, much the same as everyone’s fingerprints are different. By matching up the markings of a test bullet and the bullet that killed Mrs. Smith, the authorities were able to prove she was killed with Luke’s gun.”

“Hmm… interesting,” I said. “I’ll have to remember that. Bullets have fingerprints.”





Chapter 11: The Ball Game

After lunch, Uncle Armando returned to his office, while Mary, Carlos, and I continued to tour New Dry Gulch. We rode our bikes by the library and Carlos’ school. Turning left on Stage Coach Trail, we passed the County Court House, built in 1856. It was a simple, wood building painted white with blue trim. On the roof stood a bell tower with a large bell that warned the citizens of emergencies, such as forest fires or other dangers. In front of the building, two flag poles were positioned, one flying the Stars and Stripes, the other the California Bear state flag.

On Posse Road, we passed a small one-story building with signs that identified it as the City Hall and the Sheriff’s office. A uniformed officer dressed in khaki with a white cowboy hat, and a holstered gun at his side, was leaving the building.

“Hi, Carlos,” he said.

“Hi, Sheriff Duncan.”

“How’s the team doing?”

“So far so good, but we have a tough one this afternoon.”

“Who are you playing?”

“The Howling Springs Coyotes.”

“I hear they have a mighty good team this year. Good luck.”

“Thanks, Sheriff, we’ll need it.” Carlos sighed.

After zigzagging through town on our bikes, we returned to Carlos’ home. Carlos opened sodas and a bag of pretzels.

“I have to leave for the baseball game in a few minutes. We play down at the square near where you met 3J. Do you want to come along?”

“Sure,” said Scooter. “Wanna come, Mary?”

“Okay, I guess so. Who did you say you’re playing?”

“The best team in the league—The Howling Springs Coyotes. I just hope we have enough kids to make up a team today,” said Carlos.





Chapter 12: Can Mary Play Baseball?

Twelve players for the Howling Springs team showed up in twin station wagons with ‘Go Coyotes’ hand painted on the side windows. They sported dark blue uniforms, with bold white numbers, and white baseball pants. Each player wore identical shoes. Even their two coaches were in uniform.

Only eight kids showed up to play for the New Dry Gulch team, most arriving on bicycles. They wore jeans and t-shirts, and none of them matched. Their team was called ‘The Bandits.’ They coached themselves.

“Looks like we’re a little short of players today,” 3J said to Carlos. “We need nine players if this game is going to count in the standings.”

“Remember, Mike is visiting his grandma this week.” Carlos turned to me and asked, “Scooter will you play? That will give us nine guys,”

“Yeah, I’ll play.” I turned my Chicago Cubs baseball cap visor to the front.

“What do you guys play? Six innings?” I asked.

“Yeah,” Carlos said. “Scooter, you play first base. I’m the catcher and 3J pitches.”

Mary wandered over to the small stands under the shade of some giant oak trees and sat next to a girl, probably a little older than me, dressed in an old-fashioned dress.

After 3J had taken some warm-up pitches, Carlos and I joined 3J on the pitcher’s mound.

“Did you see that kid wearing number nine?” 3J said. “If he’s twelve or under, then I’m six years old. He’s bigger than my dad.”

Surprisingly, the teams evenly matched. At the top of the sixth inning, the score was two to two. 3J walked the first batter. The second batter hit a grounder to the third baseman. The runner on first headed for second, plowing into the Bandits’ second baseman, knocking him to the ground. The batter was called out on first, but the Bandits’ second baseman, shaken from the collision, had to leave the game.

3J nodded at Carlos and me for a meeting on the mound. “What are we going to do now?” asked 3J. “We have to forfeit the game if we don’t have nine players.”

“Maybe we can get Mary to play,” I suggested.

I hollered to Mary to come down to the field.

As Mary stood to climb down the bleachers, I saw the girl in the old-fashioned dress wave to me, but I pretended not to notice.

“Does Mary know anything about baseball?” Carlos whispered to me as Mary approached.

Trying to keep a straight faced, I said, “Mary, these guys wonder if you know anything about baseball.”

“Sure,” said Mary. “Someone throws the ball and someone tries to hit it. It doesn’t look too hard to me.”

“Well,” said Carlos, “she can play right field. She can’t hurt us much there.”

Mary, being left-handed, took a while to find a glove. She then trotted out to right field, and the game resumed.

The next Coyote batter hit a pop fly to the short stop, for the second out. The big guy stepped to the plate.

“Go, Hulk, go,” came the yells from the Coyote bench. “You can do it, Hulk.”

Even the umpire looked small next to the Hulk.

From the way he was standing, I could tell he was trying to hit it to right field.

Carlos gave 3J the sign for a low, outside pitch.

CRACK!

A perfect connection. The ball lofted high and deep into right field. The runner took off from second base.

The Coyotes jumped up, yelling and waving their arms.

“Go, Hulk, go.”

“Atta boy, Hulk.”

Carlos threw his catcher’s mask on the ground in disappointment. 3J, standing on the mound, shook his head in disgust.

Mary ran back to the edge of the baseball diamond, looked up, and snatched the fly ball over her left shoulder for the third out.

The Coyotes were dumbfounded.

So were the Bandits. With the score still tied at two, the joyous Bandits ran back to their bench while the dejected Coyotes took the field.

The Bandits had one player on second base and two outs. It was Mary’s turn to bat.

“Let’s see,” she said to Carlos and 3J. “Do I hold the fat end of the bat or the skinny end?”

I had to chuckle as 3J and Carlos looked at each other and shook their heads.

As Mary walked to the plate, I sensed I was being watched. It’s a detective thing, being able to detect it without even seeing. Kemo Kelly, my favorite TV detective, had the same ability.

I turned to observe the small crowd. The girl in the dress was still there. For a nanosecond, my eyes locked with hers. She waved. I felt my face flush. I turned back to watch the game.

Carlos nudged me. “Looks like you’ve got a fan. She’s been staring a hole in the back of your head all game long.”

“Whadya mean?” I said.

“Peggy Glotz. The girl in the pink frilly dress.”

I glanced over my shoulder. There she was, long dark hair, cool blue eyes, a big smile, twirling a parasol. “Another Glotz?”

Carlos’ smile gave me the answer.

At the plate, Mary faced the pitcher.

“Girl!” shouted the Hulk from the pitching mound. “Move in.”

The Coyote infield and outfield moved in. The outfielders were almost to the infield, the infielders half way to the plate.

Mary knew exactly what she was doing as she choked up on the bat.

The first pitch came across the plate and Mary swung daintily, missing it by a good three feet.

The Coyotes almost fell over with laughter. The Hulk turned to his fielders and said something. They all laughed and moved two steps closer.

The Hulk looked at his catcher for a signal. He shook it off. He shook off the second sign.

Mary no longer looked helpless. She had a determined look on her face, which seemed to amuse the Hulk.

The Hulk floated a waist-high curve ball. Mary stepped into the ball, swinging the bat like a major league slugger. The crack of the bat meeting the ball silenced the Coyotes and brought wild cheers from the Bandit’s bench.

The ball lifted like a jet plane, rose over the infielders, and continued to climb over the head of the outfielder, who had moved in from shallow right. Finally, it descended beyond the playing field, rolling into the woods.

Mary trotted around the bases, passing the stunned and silent Coyotes. 3J, Carlos, and I, along with the rest of the Bandits, high fived Mary at home plate.

Mary turned to Carlos and 3J. “I guess you hold the skinny end of the bat, huh?”





Chapter 13: Glotz Grocery Store

“Carlos, would you bike down to the grocery store and get some milk?” asked Mrs. Miller, the housekeeper.

“Sure.” Carlos turned to Mary and me. “You guys wanna come along?”

“Yeah,” I said.

“I’ll stay and talk to Mrs. Miller,” said Mary.

Carlos and I slid down the fire pole, jumped on our bikes, and headed to Glotz Grocery.

The sign on the building said ‘Glotz Grocery and Mercantile, est. 1873.’ Painted white with green trim, the historic building had a balcony suspended over the sidewalk, and an overhang that draped the balcony. Supporting the balcony and overhang were four graceful arched pillars. Behind the big plate glass windows of the large two-story building was a display of grocery and general merchandise items characteristic of the gold rush days. A showcased box of oatmeal, a can of lard, large bars of soap, and an old pickaxe accented the store’s history.

The store looked as if it was still the 1870’s. Employees dressed in the fashions of the day, similar to the dress Peggy Glotz wore to the baseball game. Many items had to be retrieved by store employees using long sticks with hooks to pull them from the top shelves. There was an aroma of aged wood, grains, spices, and leather goods. Sales were rung up on a huge, brass antique cash register.

I felt the worn, uneven wooden floor beneath my feet. Carlos and I passed an antique glass display case, with arrangements of flour, rice, tins of tea, and sacks of beans, all packaged as they would have been when the store first opened. I paid little attention to the merchandise displayed. I did notice the wall behind the counter with several glass cabinets featuring pictures of the store’s grand opening. One with a Wells Fargo wagon and one with Jeremiah Glotz, the founder of the store, and Glotz family members who worked in the store.

Next to the pictures was a small, locked glass cabinet—a case displaying a six-shooter and gun belt. A brass plaque on the case stated ’Gun and Gun Belt owned by Jeremiah Glotz, circa 1870.

Carlos and I eased around the end of the sales counter to get a closer look at photographs of the store’s founder, Jeremiah Glotz. One photo showed him sitting on a horse drawn wagon with a sign ‘Glotz Grocery and Mercantile.’ In another he sat on a black stallion, waving his hat and wearing a silver star on his vest. I noticed one of the points on his badge was missing.

The next item in the case stopped me in my tracks.

A newspaper ‘tintype’ photograph dated July 21, 1873, showed a smiling Jeremiah Glotz next to a handsome young man in handcuffs. The caption read ‘Deputy Jeremiah Glotz captures Faceless Bandit.’

“That’s probably our great-great-grandfather,” I whispered to Carlos.





Chapter 14: The Hanging Tree

That afternoon, Mary, Carlos, and I rode the bikes to the Johnson Stables at the edge of town where 3J greeted us.

“So, you’re ready to try a little horseback?” he asked us.

“Yeah,” I said. “It looks like fun.”

We moved to the corral and looked at the horses.

“Wow, the horses seem bigger when you’re up this close,” said Mary.

“Horses,” said 3J, “come in different sizes. It depends on their breed. We have Buckskin, Appaloosa, Palomino, and even some Mustangs, but I think you’ll like the Paso Fino breed. They aren’t too big. They’re gentle. Anyone can ride them.”

Carlos and 3J climbed over the corral gate and grabbed two horses by their halters, clipped ropes to the halters and led the horses to the edge of the corral. They secured the rope around the fence and went into the barn to gather the riding equipment.

Carlos said, “This won’t take long. We just have to put on a bridle and bit, and attach the reins, the saddle blanket, and saddle. Then we’re ready to ride.”

3J and Carlos helped Mary and me climb into the saddle. It took a high step to get a foot in the stirrup, but we managed and swung our right legs over the back of the horses and settled into the saddle.

“Always mount the horse from the left side,” said 3J. “That’s the way they’ve been trained. Some horses don’t like it if you mount from the other side.”

“Not only is this horse tall,” said Mary, “it’s kind of fat. Sitting on one is like doing the splits.”

“I’m sure you’ve seen enough movies to know you say ‘gitty up’ to go, and ‘whoa’ to stop. Other than that, pull on the left rein to turn left, and the right to turn right. A light kick in the horse’s side when you say gitty up should make them, well, gitty up,” 3J grinned.

“Another thing,” said Carlos. “You want to sort of stand and sort of sit in the saddle. By keeping your legs straight, your ride is smoother. Your legs and knees act as shock absorbers.”

“Cool,” I said. “Let’s ride.”

We headed out, 3J in the lead followed by Mary and me. Carlos brought up the rear.

3J turned in his saddle to face us. “First, we’ll walk the horses. Then, when you’re comfortable, we’ll make them trot. When you think you’re ready, we’ll start to gallop. Horses love to run fast.” 3J lightly kicked his horse and the horse began to gallop.

“3J is really nice, isn’t he?” Mary asked quietly.

“Yeah, he has a cool name too,” I replied.

“And he’s cute,” added Mary.

I shrugged my shoulders. “Well, I wouldn’t go that far.”

3J stopped and waited for us to catch up.

“Where to, Carlos?” asked 3J.

“Let’s head over to Dry Gulch. We’ll show them the Hanging Tree,” said Carlos.

“Okay, you guys ready to see if you can handle a trot?” asked 3J.

“Let’s do it,” said Mary.

“Yep,” I said.

“Gitty up,” yelled 3J. His horse immediately broke into a soft trot.

“Gitty up, Paint,” I yelled.

As the horses picked up the pace, I bounced uncomfortably in the saddle. Mary eased her horse into a relaxed trot catching up to Carlos and 3J.

“You look like you’ve ridden before,” Carlos told Mary. “How about Scooter?”

“No, neither one of us has had much experience.”

“You’re a natural,” said 3J.

“Thanks,” said Mary.

Carlos slowed to let me catch up. “I think maybe your stirrups are too long,” said Carlos. “We’ll adjust them when we stop.”

As I bumped along, I noticed the rolling hills were not unlike Iowa. The main difference was the Sierra Mountains, looming in the distance. Warm sun overhead in the blue sky, with light wispy clouds and a light breeze made it a perfect day. I noticed rock formations of varying sizes out in the open fields, almost as if they had been dropped randomly by some monstrous airplane. Clusters of giant oak and pine trees along with scrubby bushes peppered the landscape. So much space, more than what I’d expected.

We rode over a hill and into a valley. A small mountain stream flowed at the base of the hill. Trees, shrubs, and bushes lined the banks of the creek.

“We’ll give the horses a drink,” said 3J, as he directed his horse into the center of the stream. We all followed.

“Easy there, Diamond,” Mary said to her horse as it lowered its head to drink. The horse’s action pulled Mary forward in the saddle. She held the reins loosely as she relaxed in the saddle.

“How much farther?” I asked.

“Just a couple of miles, I guess. I have some Kool-Aid in a thermos and peanut packages in my backpack. We’ll take a break there, before we ride back.” Carlos pulled on the right rein of his horse, kicked it lightly in the ribs, and it splashed across the creek.

Twenty minutes later, we crossed a grassy knoll and looked west. Ahead was a high hill, taller than the surrounding hills, covered with long brown grass, waving gently with the breeze. Small rock formations were near the top. At the crest, like a lighthouse standing alone on a rocky cliff, was the magnificent silhouette of a single enormous oak tree—the largest Mary or I had ever seen.

“There it is,” said Carlos. “The Hanging Tree.”





Chapter 15: Mysterious Dream?

Under the shade of the giant oak, Carlos passed out the Kool-Aid and pretzel packages.

“I wonder which branch?” I said.

“What are you talking about?” asked Mary.

“You know, the one they used to hang guys from.”

“Yuk, Scooter, that’s awful. I’m going to walk around and take some pictures,” said Mary.

“We’ll go with you,” said Carlos, nodding to 3J. “You can see where the old town used to be.”

My butt was a little sore so I said, “I’m just going to sit and maybe stretch out.” I threw a handful of pretzels in my mouth and leaned back against the large trunk of the tree. It felt good, and I pulled the visor of my ball cap down over my eyes. I yawned and stretched out my arms. It was true, the horses did most of the work, but not all of it. I sighed, pushed down the stopper of the thermos bottle, dropped it beside me, and closed my eyes.

The shade of the tree and the gentle breeze crossing the hilltop protected me from the warm summer sun. Ah, a perfect day, I thought. My mind drifted… drifted…

“Barthinius… Barthinius…”

I stirred.

“Barthinius… Barthinius… an innocent man…”

“Uh… what…” My eyes opened and I sat up straight. Tingles ran across my neck and shoulders.

Mary ambled toward me. “Hey, look who came back to earth.”

“You should’ve been with us,” said Carlos. “We saw a fox chasing a rabbit. One fast hare, I have to say. Found his rabbit hole just in the nick of time.”

“Did you guys hear something just now?” I rubbed my eyes with my fists. “Like a voice, or something? Kind of soft, almost a whisper.”

“You must have had a strange dream,” said 3J.

“Yeah, maybe so. I guess I dozed off for a minute or so.”

“Try half an hour,” Carlos laughed.

I stared up through the branches of the great Oak tree. The leaves twisted gently in the summer breeze. I listened for a sound, or a sign of some sort. Was it just a dream? Or was it something else? I closed my eyes and placed the palms of my hands over them.

“Scooter, are you all right?” Mary tugged at my arm.

“Yeah, sure. I’m fine.”

“If you guys are still interested, we can ride down the hill to where Dry Gulch used to be,” said Carlos.

“I’m game.” I pushed up to my feet.

“Let’s go,” Mary said.

“It seems weird.” I was holding on to the saddle horn as Paint carefully worked his way down the steep hill. “We could be riding the same trail they used to bring our great-great-grandfather to hang. Probably a bunch of guys on horseback following the Deputy Sheriff and his prisoner up the hill to watch him die.”

At the bottom of the hill, 3J gestured toward dirt tracks. “This was the main street of Dry Gulch. That section of stone wall is all that’s left from some old building.”

“Over there is an ore car they used in the mines.” Carlos pointed at a rusted, overturned vehicle with small railroad wheels.

“If you look around, you can find tools and bed springs, maybe some old wagon parts from before the last fire that wiped the town out.”

“How many people lived here?” asked Mary.

“I think as many as two thousand in the early gold rush days, but at the end, when the last fire hit, there were hardly any,” answered Carlos.

“I’ll bet Uncle Armando is glad he didn’t sell the fire insurance in this town,” I joked.

“Yeah.” Carlos grinned.

“Isn’t it interesting to think about those people who used to walk this street and shop in stores that are long gone? They worked here, had families here, and… and died here,” said Mary.

3J pointed. “And when they died, they were buried over there. That was known as ‘Boot Hill.’”

We looked over at the graveyard where clumps of long dry grass and scruffy weeds hid the markers of the abandoned, desolate cemetery.

A short time later, 3J said, “I’ve got to get back to help my dad get ready for the weekend.”





Chapter 16: Old West Days

“This weekend, we’re celebrating Old West Days,” Carlos explained as Mrs. Miller made sandwiches for our lunch.

“What’s Old West Days?” I asked.

“It’s kind of like a county fair,” said Carlos. “There are rides and booths and horse racing and contests for the best tomato or zucchini. Things like that. There’s a rodeo and cattle contests—just a lot of stuff going on. It’s fun.”

“Are you in any of the contests?” asked Mary.

“No.” Carlos shook his head. “I like the rides and the races. Dad usually enters a fast draw contest. It’s for grown-ups only. It’s to see who the fastest draw with an old-fashioned six-shooter is. My dad always does pretty well. The guns they use have to have been made before 1900. You’ll see how it works.”

Mary, Carlos, and I met 3J on the midway lined with colorful tents offering chances to win stuffed animals and other trinkets. To me, the Old West Days Celebration looked a lot like the county fair back in Iowa. Families roamed around the booths that displayed crafts, baked goods, and western gear. Instead of old tractors and farm equipment, there were antique covered wagons and other horse drawn vehicles exhibited. Clothing of the early west was featured, some on mannequins. All of it looked very uncomfortable. Cowboy hats, gloves, and ropes that hung on saddles were displayed with the chaps, jeans, and boots, some dating back one hundred years.

There were carnival rides including the Dodgem cars and Tilt-a-Whirl. In front of one tent, a group of acrobats previewed their act. Five performers stood on top of each other’s shoulders, with the top man about fifteen feet in the air. Then gracefully, he somersaulted down to the ground. The small gathering applauded politely.

A large, multicolored Ferris wheel with flashing lights grabbed our attention. We ran to get tickets. When the Ferris wheel stopped, Mary and 3J climbed in the first car. Their car swung back and forth as the attendant held the next car steady for Carlos and me. The chairs swayed every time the wheel jerked to a stop to allow others to board. After several jerky stops, we were at the top of the wheel.

“Look,” Mary grabbed 3J’s hand. “We can see the whole town from here. There’s Main Street. And, there’s Carlo’s house.”

“I see our stable,” 3J pointed. “I can even see my dad over there. Some of those horses in the corral will be racing later.”

The Ferris wheel began to turn, the seat swung up, over, and down. The breeze created by the wheel felt good. As we started down, it seemed to me as if the chair was moving faster than I was, making my heart skip. “Great ride.”

When the Ferris wheel stopped, we raced to the Dodgem cars. Bumper cars were my favorite. After I purchased a ticket, I ran to the nearest car. The others followed, ready to show off their skills and to out maneuver their friends. I soon found I wasn’t the only veteran of Dodgem. Friends bumped and bounced into each other and anyone else they could catch.

“That ride was too short,” grumbled 3J when the cars came to a stop. “Maybe we can come back later for another ride.”

Mary nodded. “Yeah, that was fun.”





Chapter 17: The Competition

“Let’s head over to the range. I think the old gun contest is about to start.” Carlos motioned for us to follow.

“How does it work?” asked Mary.

“It’s sort of like a tennis tournament,” said Carlos. “You know, they pair up against each other with the slower guy being eliminated. Of course, they gotta hit a target too. They start with sixteen guys who qualified earlier. It eventually gets down to two contestants using separate targets. The judge yells ‘draw’ and the two competitors draw and fire at their assigned targets. Speed counts, but only if they’re accurate. They measure from bulls-eye out. The closer to the bulls-eye, the better the score. Of course, they always use new targets for each set of contestants.”

“You said Uncle Armando has done this before?” I asked.

“Sure,” said Carlos. “He’s been participating in this contest every year for as long as I can remember. He uses that old six-shooter he has.”

“He does pretty well, too,” said 3J. “He came in second behind Mr. Glotz the last couple of years. They’re both good shots.”

“We’re here,” said Carlos when they reached the bleachers. “Let’s sit up high so we can see better.”

We stepped around and between people sitting on the weathered wooden bleachers already filled for the contest. We climbed to the top row and looked down at the hundred or so people waiting for the event to start.

The range consisted of two separate areas for the two participants. A white chalk line on the ground marked the shoot line. The targets were placed on easels in front of a dugout hill, so the spent bullets burrowed in the carved-out dirt wall behind the targets.

Vendors offering soft drinks, cotton candy, and peanuts marched up and down the stands, tempting the audience.

“Just before the shooting starts,” said Carlos, “put your hands over your ears. It gets pretty loud.”

“Ladies, gentlemen, boys, and girls,” said an announcer. “The contestants are paired up. When they hear, ‘on your mark, get set, draw’, each contestant will fire six shots. The judge will determine the winner based on accuracy. The winner advances and the loser is eliminated from the competition. Contestants, are there any questions?”

The participants shook their heads.

“There will be eight contestants in the second round, four in the third, and then the final round for this year’s champion,” the announcer continued. “Let’s begin.”

After a hail of shots in the early rounds, the final matched up Mr. Glotz and Uncle Armando.

We watched as the judge, announcer, and volunteers made preparations in a different area of the shooting range; the shooting distance looked almost twice as long as the qualifying range. The judge pointed to the lines where the participants had to stand.

The announcer spoke into the microphone, “Defending champion Mr. George Glotz, and Mr. Armando Estrada, take your places.”

The two participants poised, each with their right hand just over the handle of the six-shooter in their holster. A determined, unsmiling Glotz stood erect and didn’t look at his opponent.

“You can do it, Dad,” yelled Carlos from the stands.

Uncle Armando grinned and nodded his head, acknowledging the encouragement.

The announcer boomed, “On your mark… Get set… Draw.”

The experienced spectators covered their ears with their hands. Many stood to get the best view possible. We covered our ears as we stood on tiptoes to see over the heads of the grownups.

The sound of twelve loud shots filled the air, and it was over. Nervous laughter and light applause floated from the stands as the audience and participants awaited the judge’s announcement of the winner.

“Ladies and gentlemen, it was a close contest, but we have a winner. The champion Old West Gunslinger for this year is none other than our Mayor, Armando Estrada!”

The crowd cheered and applauded. Mr. Glotz walked toward Uncle Armando. Uncle Armando extended his hand. Glotz forced a grin as the two posed for a photograph.

Uncle Armando waved to the crowd and raised his trophy in triumph.

“Your dad is really good, Carlos. Congratulate him for me. I’ve got to go help my dad with the horses,” said 3J. “Maybe I’ll see you later on the midway.” He grinned at Mary.

“We’ll watch for you,” Mary blushed, and quickly checked to see if I noticed.

Carlos, Mary, and I went to find Uncle Armando. We found him surrounded by a group of people discussing the contest.

“Good shooting, Dad,” said Carlos. “I knew you could do it.”

“Congratulations, Uncle Armando,” said Mary.

“That was really cool,” I said. “Just like the movies.”

“Thanks, kids. I was lucky,” said Uncle Armando modestly. “With these old revolvers, you never know how accurate they’ll be. George is a tough competitor, and a darn good shot.”

“Can we look at the shooting range?” I asked.

“Sure,” said Uncle Armando. He turned to talk to Doctor Jones, who was waiting to offer his congratulations.

“Let’s see if we can find some of the bullets.” I glanced at the hill of dirt behind the targets. “You look behind your dad’s target, and I’ll look behind this one.”

“I’m not looking for bullets,” said Mary. “I think I’ll head back to the midway and check out the booths.”

Carlos and I ran to the target area and studied the holes where the bullets pierced the plywood targets.

Carlos and I began digging with sticks behind the targets.

“Hey, I found one,” yelled Carlos. “Oh, here’s another one, and another one. Find any over there yet?”

“Yeah—two, so far. They’re still warm. These will be great souvenirs of my trip here.” I held up my find. “Wow. Two more. That’s plenty. Let’s go back to the Dodgem cars.”

Carlos and I found Mary at the Dodgem ticket booth.

As we walked toward the cars, I poked Carlos’ shoulder and nodded toward a group of kids next to the Dodgem ride. “Is that the Glotz kid over there? The one that’s staring at you?”

“Yeah, that’s Joe Glotz and some of his buddies. Looks like they’re going on this ride too.”

We ran for the cars at the opposite side from the Glotz gang.

As the cars began to move around the floor, I noticed Joe’s eyes narrow, his jaw clinch and he slammed into Carlos’ car.

Then he turned and headed toward me.





Chapter 18: The Doctor’s Offer

“Mind if I join you?” Dr. Jones pulled out a chair and sat with Mary, 3J, Carlos, and me. We were at Upchuck’s for lunch and the eatery was packed.

“Carlos,” said the doctor, “that was quite a display of gunmanship your dad showed at the Old West Days yesterday. This was the first year with the longer range. I must say, I was impressed.”

“Thanks, me too,” said Carlos.

“We found some of the bullets after the event.” I reached into my pocket and showed the doctor two of the bullets I found.

“I think I mentioned before that each bullet has its own individual markings, just like a fingerprint?” Dr. Jones looked at the bullets I had found. “It’s actually the gun that causes the different kind of imprinting on the bullet it fires.”

“Do you mean you can tell which gun fired which bullet?” asked Mary.

“Well, I could tell you if they’re from the same gun,” said the doctor. “If I knew which gun fired one of the bullets, I could say with certainty if the other came from the same gun.”

“How do you tell?” asked 3J.

“From the grooves carved inside the barrel of the gun. These grooves, sometimes called rifling, cause the bullet to spin like a spiral football pass. It makes the bullet travel farther and with greater accuracy, just like a quarterback throwing a long pass. Two guns, the same make and model, firing the same make and model of bullet, would leave distinct markings that could be identified.” Doctor Jones returned the bullets to Scooter.

“How do you tell?” asked Mary.

“With bullets from old guns, I just use a magnifying glass. If you kids want to come by the office this afternoon, I’ll show you how it’s done.”

“Great,” I said. “What time?”

The doctor looked at his watch. “In about an hour? Mrs. Warner canceled the appointment for her Great Dane, so I have some time then.” He pushed back his chair and wiped his mouth with a napkin. “Enjoyed having lunch with you. See you in an hour.”

After the doctor left, 3J said, “I believe experts can tell all that stuff about which gun shot which bullet, but I wonder if the doctor can really tell the difference between bullets.”

“You might be right, 3J,” said Carlos. “Dr. Jones likes to kid. Like with his magic tricks—pulling coins out of your ears, and stuff like that.”

“I know how we can find out,” I said.

“How?” the group asked in unison.

“Easy. Carlos and I found the bullets behind both targets from the contest. That means we have slugs from two different guns. I can’t tell the difference. It will be interesting to see if Dr. Jones can. He saw the two bullets I found. We’ll show him two bullets again, only this time it will be one from each gun.”

“And we’ll pretend we think they’re from the same gun?” asked Mary.

“Right.”

“Okay,” said Carlos. “Let’s go home and get the ones I found. This should be fun.”





Chapter 19: Bullet Facts

An hour later, we walked into Dr. Jones’ office. A huge, furry cat lay in the center of the receptionist’s desk. A golden retriever dozed underneath. Poster size pictures of animals decorated the walls. We giggled and nudged each other, knowing that we were about to fool the local trickster. I would hand the doctor two bullets, one I found and one Carlos found.

“Hi, kids. Come on back to my lab.” The doctor held open a swinging door that led to a hallway. “It’s the first door on the right.”

A small door plaque read ‘Laboratory.’ The white room had large, long counters along the walls. In the center of the room, a tall, stainless steel rectangular table with a built-in sink and high, curved water faucet sat under bright lights illuminating the work area. Their shoes squeaked on the white tile floor. Everything was spotless. Thick books, many with matching covers, lined shelves above the counters. Around the room were charts of animals showing their bone and muscle structure. The room reeked of antiseptic.

Dr. Jones held out his hand, “Okay, who has the bullets?”

I grinned as I dug the bullets from the pocket of my jeans and handed them to him. “I think they are from the same gun.”

“Hmm…” The doctor looked at them carefully. He pulled open a drawer and took out a large magnifying glass. “Hmm…” He put one bullet down and picked up the other. Again, he held it under the magnifying glass.

The doctor stroked his white beard as he smiled. He had a twinkle in his deep blue eyes as he looked at the assembled group. “Well, if these bullets came from behind the same target, I would say that either your uncle or Mr. Glotz is one lousy shot, or these two bullets were fired from different guns.”

Mary, Carlos, 3J, and I burst into laughter.

“We thought we could trick you,” said Carlos.

“How could you tell they were different?” I asked.

“It’s kind of hard to tell with just a magnifying glass. I don’t think I could with a modern gun. Let me get out my compound microscope. I think it will be easier for you to see the dissimilarity.” The doctor went to one of the cupboards and brought out a scientific instrument. “This device is really just two microscopes bridged together. Here, I’ll put one bullet under each eye piece, and I think you’ll be able to see the difference.”

The doctor inspected the instrument first, then gestured towards Mary to take a look.

Mary put her left eye to one side of the compound microscope, and then the other. “Yup, I can see the difference. Hey guys, check it out.”

“Can you see the distinction?” asked the doctor. “The one on the right has six striations with a left-handed twist. The one on the left has four striations with a right-handed twist.”

“Wow, this is interesting,” I said. “Kemo Kelly, Private Eye, talks about ballistics, but now I’ve seen it for myself.”

Mary rolled her eyes. “That’s his favorite TV detective,” she said as she looked at Dr. Jones, Carlos, and 3J. “But he’d use that information to solve a case in an hour.”

I ignored Mary’s comment. “Doctor, do you suppose that in the old days, when someone was shot, the people were buried with the bullet still in the body?” I asked.

“Well, I don’t know for sure. I suppose it would make a difference where the wound was, but I doubt if they conducted autopsies,” said Dr. Jones.

“What’s an autopsy?” asked Carlos.

“It’s what I do as coroner, arrange for the medical examiner to analyze what caused the death. In the old West, they didn’t have coroners or medical examiners. If a guy was shot, the cause of death was fairly obvious.” The doctor paused, then added, “I would think as a practical matter, the body would be buried with the bullet if it didn’t exit the body on its own.”

I lifted my baseball cap, scratched my head, and replaced the cap. “Interesting.”





Chapter 20: The Hanging Tree Revisited

“What do you guys want to do today?” asked Carlos.

I had my mouth full of Wheaties but said, “I wou—” Then pointing to my mouth, I mumbled, “Wait a minute.”

“It’s hard for Scooter to decide if he would rather talk or eat,” Mary laughed.

“I’ve got an idea,” I said, my mouth now empty. “Let’s go horseback riding. This time I think it would be fun to visit ‘Boot Hill,’ the old cemetery in Dry Gulch.”

“Why do you want to see an old cemetery?” asked Mary.

“Do you remember what Dr. Jones told us yesterday?” I asked.

“He told us lots of stuff,” said Mary. “But I don’t remember anything about ‘Boot Hill.’”

“Maybe you guys would like to camp out?” suggested Carlos. “If you want, I’ll see if 3J can go.”

“That would be great if 3J could go.” Mary blushed. “I’m going to bring my camera.”

I gave her a disgusted look.

Carlos went to the phone and returned a few minutes later. “We’re all set. 3J’s going too. Let’s get our stuff together. I’ll let Dad know and ask Mrs. Miller to pack some food.”

I asked Carlos, “Do you have any flashlights?”

“Sure,” he replied. “I have enough for everyone.”

At 3J’s place, Mary hopped off her bike and slipped off her backpack. “Hi, 3J. I’m glad you decided to come with us.”

“Me too.” 3J smiled at Mary. “Let’s see, I think you rode Diamond last time, didn’t you? And Scooter, you were on Paint?”

“Right,” I said. “Can we help?”

“Sure, you guys can get the saddles from the barn. They’re right inside the door. Carlos, you know where the saddlebags are. I’ll get the horses ready.”

The smell of hay, horses, and leather saddles made Mary and me smile.

“Different from home, huh?” I laughed.

As soon as the horses were saddled, we mounted up and trotted west.

I turned to look at Mary. “Adjusting my stirrups makes a big difference. It feels better this time.”

Mary patted her steed on the neck. “I think Diamond likes me now.”

“It’s like I said.” 3J pulled alongside of Mary. “The horses do all the work. Just enjoy the ride.”

“Do you think you could find Old Dry Gulch by yourself?” 3J asked me.

“I think so, but let’s see.” I tapped Paint with my heels.

Mary turned to 3J and rolled her eyes. “No way. He can get lost in Elm City.”

Carlos moved up to 3J. “Shall we gallop?”

I gave Paint another light nudge in the ribs. “Gitty up, Paint, let’s ride.”

As we rode across a large meadow, a light breeze swayed the long dry grass turning it into a wave of gold. The trail was visible, but faint. In the distance, the soaring Sierra Mountains stood vivid against the cloudless sky. Large oak trees scattered about the open grassland created a sharp contrast of deep green against the bronze hills.

I smiled to myself as I took in the surroundings—a warm day, a clear blue sky, and a galloping horse. I wished my buddies back home could see me now.

“Whoa, Paint.” I pulled back on the horse’s reins. “Don’t tell me,” I said to 3J. “I’m trying to remember if we turned left or right here. I remember those trees, and that big rock.”

Mary gave 3J and Carlos a knowing glance as they reined in their horses.

“Need a hint?” 3J grinned.

“No, I want to figure it out myself. I think we went down this path. The trees were on our left, and we came to a stream. Then up a hill, another valley, then the big hill with the hanging tree. Dry Gulch should be on the other side. Right?”

“I guess we’ll find out,” said Carlos.

We continued. A short time later, I stopped. “This doesn’t look familiar. We should have seen that creek where the horses drank by now.”

Carlos and 3J laughed. “We would have if you had gone the right way,” said 3J. “Come on, I’ll get us back on track.”

We turned around and headed in the opposite direction.

“I see your sense of direction hasn’t improved any,” Mary said to me.

“Well, could you have found Old Dry Gulch?”

“No. But I knew I couldn’t.” She emphasized the word ‘knew.’

Carlos and 3J led us to the mountain stream, where the horses rested and drank, under the shade of massive oak trees.

“Now I know where we are,” I said.

“I do too,” said Mary. “We need to get over those two hills.”

The horses plodded up a high hill and down again into a valley before heading up a steeper hill—the hill where the hanging tree stood.





Chapter 21: Star Light… Star Bright…

“Here we are,” Carlos said. “The hanging tree. Over there is Boot Hill.”

“We can set up camp under the tree, let the horses rest, then go down the hill,” said 3J. “They’ve had a workout.”

Within twenty minutes, we assembled the two small khaki tents and set them at ninety-degree angles from each other, under the shade of the huge hanging tree. Light-colored nylon sheets were spread inside the tents before the sleeping bags were rolled out.

“That didn’t take long,” Mary said.

“We’ve had a little practice, right 3J?” said Carlos.

3J nodded and pointed toward a distant valley. “There’s a great view from over there. Want to take a look?”

“Sure. I want to get some pictures. C’mon, Carlos. You coming, Scooter?” Mary gave me a nudge.

“No, go ahead. I’ll stay here.” I waved my friends off, then climbed into one of the tents, and stretched out, my head near the opening of the tent. I closed my eyes and thought about what happened the last time I was here… the dream I had. It must have been a dream. What else could it have been? The soft sleeping bag smoothed the tree-rooted ground. “Ahh,” I sighed.

A ghostly voice whispered, “Barthinius… Barthinius…”

My eyes popped open. Startled, I first looked around, then crawled outside the tent. The leaves of the oak tree were swirling, but I didn’t feel a breeze.

Goose bumps popped up on my arms. My scalp tingled. I looked slowly up at the tree.

Even though the long grass on the hill stood still, just the leaves of this one large oak tree rustled.

“Barthinius… I need your help.”

“Whe… Wher… Where are you? Who are you?” I wiped sweat from my forehead.

“You know who I am.”

“The haunted… uh… uh… tree?” I glanced up into the branches.

“I guess you could call me that. It’s been me… and this tree… since 1873.”

“Can… can you see me?” I stammered.

“Yes.”

“You… you want me to help you?”

The leaves twisted in the wind. “You…my son’s great-grandson…namesake. My name… our name… must be cleared. You… last hope. Nothing… to fear… from me. Prove… I did not… shoot… Sheriff Dell. Find out… who… did.”

“But that was more than eighty years ago. Whoever did it would be dead by now.”

The giant oak tree’s leaves swirled violently.

“Dead… but… guilty. Find… culprit. My soul…wants… rest in peace.”

“Do you know who it is?” I asked.

“You… find… evidence. Proof… to convince… yourself… everyone else.”

“But, where do I start?” I asked.

“I thought… you… were supposed to be… a detective.”

“Actually, I prefer P.I., but I… I…”

"Here’s a clue…

Star Light… Star Bright…

Fallen star come in to sight…

Lost by one in an awful fight…

Find the star to set things right."

“What does that mean?” I wiped my sweaty palms on my pants.

“Come back if you need help… I’ll be right here…” The voice faded.

I laid on top of my sleeping bag, eyes closed and blurted out, “Hey, wait a minute. What star? Find it where? I could use some help right now.”

“Scooter, Scooter, wake up. You’re talking in your sleep.” Mary shook me. “What is it about this tree and you dreaming? Did you have another dream?” asked Mary.

“Yeah.” I nodded. “A whopper.”





Chapter 22: Boot Hill

Placing my left foot into the high stirrup was no easy task. I hopped a few steps, grabbed the saddle horn, and pulled myself up on Paint. The reins, tied together, rested across the spotted horse’s neck. It felt good to slide into the saddle and sit astride the big animal. The leather texture of the saddle and stirrups, the gentle movement of the big beast as it bent down for a few more nibbles of dry grass, were starting to feel familiar.

“Everyone ready?” asked 3J.

“Yep.” Mary, sitting erect in the saddle, held the reins tight.

I stared down the steep trail to Dry Gulch. Long, dry grass escaped from under loose rocks. Sagebrush and scruffy pine trees marked the trail that led to the once bustling town of two thousand settlers.

The horses carefully followed the stony path, stumbling every now and then, yet always in control.

3J lead the way.

“Easy, Paint.” I patted Paint’s neck, held the reins loosely, and let the horse pick the best route.

Carlos, Mary, and I followed cautiously. Halfway down the hill, at a plateau overlooking Dry Gulch, we stopped.

“It’s sad a whole town would disappear,” said Mary. “Just think of all the work the people of this town must have done to make it a place where they wanted to live. Then, whoosh, it disappears, first because of the mines closing, and then the fire. I can see where the streets were, and where the buildings must have been.”

I straightened my Chicago Cubs baseball cap and bumped Paint’s ribs with my heels. The horse moved slowly down the jagged lane into Dry Gulch.

I pointed, “Is that Boot Hill?”

“It’s the hill to the left of that big boulder,” said 3J.

“Let’s ride over there and see what we find,” I suggested.

“Honestly, Scooter. What is it with you and cemeteries? What do you expect to find?” asked Mary.

“I wonder if we can find the old sheriff’s grave as well as our great-great grandfather’s.”

The horses trod slowly down the path that used to be the main street and past a stone wall that had once been part of a building. A rocky trail led across the flat land. Cross trails marked where streets used to be. Rusty buckets, wagon wheels, weather worn burned wooden planks scattered about, showed traces of the town that had disappeared so many years ago.

“It’s pretty here,” said Mary. “The mountain peaks in the distance, the peacefulness of the valley, the clean, fresh air. It must have been a wonderful place to live.”

“And die,” said Carlos. “This is Boot Hill.”

We climbed off the horses and wrapped the reins around an old cemetery fence post.

“I don’t know what I expected, but it sure wasn’t this,” I said. The area was filled with scrub brush, and other than an occasional fence post, there was nothing to designate a cemetery. “I thought the headstones would be neater and all standing.”

“Me too,” said Mary. “Of course, with the town burning down in 1910 or whenever, I guess we should have expected this.”

“There are headstones,” said 3J. “If you walk through there, you’ll find some. Of course, most have fallen over. Many of the markers are faded and hard to read.”

We climbed a gradual hill into the cemetery, where a few shaggy pine trees struggled for survival. Clumps of undergrowth with areas of bare earth and stone separated gravesites. The air was as still as the souls resting in the graves.

Spreading out in different directions, we explored the graveyard.

“Here’s one,” I said as I lifted a worn, white marker.

“What does it say?” asked Mary.

“It says, ‘R.I.P. To the memory of Zerelda Rentschler, beloved daughter of Fred and Trisa Rentschler, who departed this earth on 5 April 1871, born 29 September 1867, age three years six months six days.’”

“How sad. Not even four years old,” said Mary.

“In the old days, diseases spread through towns like crazy. Doctors didn’t have the medicine they have now, so sometimes families lost two or three children within months,” said 3J.

“Here’s another one,” I said. I bent down and brushed the dirt away from the marker. “It’s kinda hard to read, but I think it says, ‘John T. Husokowski, 1838–1860. Second Best Gun Fighter.’ What do you suppose that means?”

“I’d guess that means he got into a gun fight with the best gun fighter and lost in 1860,” said Carlos.

“Those must have been hard times,” said Mary. “The movies always make it look exciting, but with all the disease and the gun fights going on back then, it makes me glad I’m living now.”

“I wonder if we can find Sheriff Dell’s grave.” I brushed past several more markers.

“Who is Sheriff Dell?” asked Mary.

“Who was Sheriff Dell,” I corrected. “He was the man our great-great-grandfather was accused of killing.”

“How do you know his name?” asked Mary.

“Well, I… I… well, um… I just do. I must have read it somewhere,” I said. I didn’t want to tell Mary in front of Carlos and 3J that I’d learned it (or dreamt it) from the Hanging Tree. In fact, I wasn’t too sure if I wanted to tell Mary at all.

I turned and looked back at the trail we’d just traveled. At the top of the hill stood the Hanging Tree. I pulled the visor of my baseball cap lower to block the sun, cupped my hands around the visor, and stared at the tree. Give me a sign, I thought, so I know this is not a dream.

Not a wisp of a breeze. Not even a sound from birds. Only the sound of 3J, Carlos, and Mary tromping around the graveyard.

“Here’s another one,” 3J called out. “It says, ‘William J. Zunkel, 1827–1873. Killed in a barroom brawl.’ Wow. I never saw this one before.”

Mary asked me, “Why do you think Sheriff Dell is buried here?”

“I’m not sure he is, but it would make sense.” I continued to stare at the Hanging Tree.

Even though the air was still, the leaves on the distant giant oak started to waver. I stared in disbelief. Was the Hanging Tree, or rather my great-great-grandfather, sending me a message?

“3J, is it always this still?” Mary moved closer to 3J. “I mean, there’s no breeze at all.”

“I never thought about it. Quiet as a grave, as they say, huh? It is kind of eerie, isn’t it?” I glanced again at the Hanging Tree. My mouth dropped open. I shook my head and stared at the tree again.

All the other trees and tall grass stood motionless, but the Hanging Tree leaned, as if being blown by a heavy wind. Were the leaves pointing?

I turned, “Hey, you guys. Look how windy it is on the top of the hill. See the Hanging Tree?”

Mary turned and looked up the hill. “It doesn’t seem windy to me.”

“Me either,” said 3J. “It’s as calm up there as it is down here.”

“Where are you looking?” Carlos scanned the area.

“What’s the matter with you? Are you all blind?” I said. I turned to check again.

The magnificent tree was leaning, almost like it was pointing.

“I think you better have your eyes checked when we get home,” said Mary.

“You don’t see the leaves moving?” I pointed. “Leaning that way?”

“You could have seen a gust of wind, I suppose,” suggested 3J.

I stood silent.

Mary, Carlos, and 3J turned back to study the graveyard some more.

“Here’s a broken headstone. Both parts are here, but it’s hard to read,” said Mary.

3J moved to Mary’s side. He stooped to read the headstone, brushing the dirt from the letters.

I glanced up the hill again. The tree leaned to the South, just as it had before. Without taking my eyes from the tree, I yelled, “Mary, 3J, Carlos. Look at the tree now!”

They stood and looked at the distant hilltop. “Honestly, Scooter. I think you’re going bonkers,” said Mary.

I couldn’t believe it myself. I rubbed my eyes. The tree leaves continued to flutter, yet my companions couldn’t see it. What did the ghost tell me? That I was his last hope? Was William Kayne trying to point the way to the sheriff’s grave?

Mary and 3J moved away from me, up the small incline of Boot Hill. They stopped by a broken headstone.

“Maybe I can make it out,” said Mary, “I think it says ‘R.I.P. Gay Carter, Native of Ohio.’ I can’t quite read the rest.”

3J brushed away the dirt. “I believe it says, ‘She lived by the Golden Rule. 1851–1888.’”

“It doesn’t seem like they lived very long,” said Mary. “What does R.I.P. mean? This is the third time we’ve seen it.”

Carlos came over to take a look. “It means to let the soul rest in peace. I’ve heard souls can’t rest if they died by violent means, or by accident early in life. That’s where ghost stories come from.”





Chapter 23: The Discovery

“Do you believe in ghosts?” asked Mary.

“No, I think it’s just something grownups tell us kids to scare us. How about you? What do you think about ghosts?” asked 3J.

“Well, I don’t know.” Carlos’ voice was tentative. “I’ve heard of strange things happening that could have been from ghosts.”

“I don’t believe in them,” said Mary. “I’ve never even known anyone who knew anything about a ghost.”

I pretended not to hear 3J ask Mary, “What does Scooter think?”

“No one could ever convince Scooter that there are ghosts. He thinks that it is all make believe.”

She would soon learn differently.

“We should start back,” said 3J. “We need to finish setting up camp for the night.”

“I’m ready,” said Mary. She turned toward me and shouted, “Scooter, are you ready to go?”

“No, hang on a minute. I want to check something out.”

I walked to my left, trying to read names on the gravestones. I turned over markers lying face down, brushed away the dirt, then shook my head and moved on. I looked back up the hill. The Hanging Tree was bending as before, but this time I said nothing to the others. If this was going to be just between the tree and myself, so be it. I continued to move left.

I saw Mary look up the hill. The tree was leaning, almost pulsating, like a moving arrow sign at a county fair attraction. Mary made no comment. So that was it. Only I see it.

I continued to move in the direction the tree pointed. I could see rows of graves, and there was an order in the arrangement. The tree was still fluttering toward the South. I moved over two more aisles.

Like a baseball batter at the plate, I checked for instructions, but not from the third base coach. Squinting and holding my hand to my visor, I stared at the tree.

The tree was still. The leaves limp. I wondered, what does that mean? Am I at the right spot now?

I continued to gaze at the tree. Once again, the leaves were swirling, but this time the tree bent away from me, toward the East.

I nodded. I understood. Or I thought I did. I moved East across one aisle, then another, keeping my eyes on the tree. The strength of the wind blowing the leaves was visible, yet I didn’t feel a breeze. I moved past two more rows.

I didn’t read the headstones. I watched—waited for a signal. Then it came. The tree straightened, the leaves hung limp. No movement of any kind. Was there more? I watched and waited. No further signs.

“Scooter, let’s go,” said Mary impatiently.

“Hang on. I’ll be with you in a minute.” I continued to stare at the tree. No movement, nothing, nada, zip.

I looked down. To my left was the outline of a gravesite bordered by weather-worn redwood. The corner posts had rotted away. A limestone marker lay face down on the rocky soil.

My heart was pounding as I approached the stone and tried to lift it. It was heavy, but with effort I pulled it up and propped it against the wooden border rail. The lettering was filled with dirt and mud.

“Hey, you guys,” I called. “Bring some water over here. I think I found an interesting one.”

3J set his backpack down and pulled out a thermos of water. “I have an old rag. Do you want it?”

“Yeah, that might help,” I said.

I dampened the rag and began to wipe away the dirt and grime. The letters were remarkably clear, probably because the stone had been face down for so long.

Can you read it?" asked Mary.

I washed the rest of the dirt from the lettering. A shiver raced down my spine. Goose bumps covered my arms. “It says, ‘Sheriff Jesse Dell, 1835–1873, Murdered in the line of duty.’ Wow, and then they hung our great-great-grandfather.”

“What are you doing now, Scooter?” asked Carlos.

“While we’re here I want to check something else out.” I hopped over scrub brush in the abandoned cemetery and moved decisively toward a corner where there were no standing markers.

“What’s he looking for?” asked Carlos.

“I don’t know about that cousin of yours.” 3J shook his head.

Carlos, and 3J returned to their horses. Mary followed me.

I stepped carefully over the graves. I turned and looked up the hill at the Hanging Tree. Cupping my hands around the visor of my hat, I stood motionless, and then nodded as if in agreement.

I dropped my hands to my side and moved four paces to my left. Again, I checked the tree, then dropped to my knees and began to lift a heavy head stone. I struggled with it until it flopped over. I took off my sweatshirt and wiped away dirt and mud.

The color drained from my face. Again, goose bumps appeared on my arms.

Mary was observing me. “Scooter, are you all right?” said Mary.

I pointed at the headstone.

Mary moved over to the marker, grabbed my sweatshirt, and wiped away more dirt and read, “‘William Kayne, Murderer, 1849–1873.’”





Chapter 24: Scooter Confesses

With the horses unsaddled and settled, we plopped down on white nylon ground covers in front of the tents.

“What did Mrs. Miller pack for us to eat?” 3J began to dig into the basket of chips, Cheetos, sandwiches, peanut bags, drinks, cookies, and canned baked beans. “Looks like it’s peanut butter and jelly this time,” he said.

“Oh, oh,” said Mary. “Looks like a light meal for you, Scooter.”

“Why?” 3J looked up from the basket. “There’s plenty for everyone.”

“Scooter has arachibutyrophobia,” said Mary. “Can’t eat peanut butter.”

“I’ll just have some potato chips and some baked beans.” I held out my hand. 3J passed the basket to me.

“This place is beautiful.” Mary watched the descending sun. “I can see why people wanted to move west.”

When darkness set in, Mary and I crawled into one tent, Carlos followed 3J into the other.

I was tired but couldn’t sleep. I had to tell Mary.

“Mary,” I whispered, “You awake?”

“Yeah.”

“Something strange happened today. I can hardly believe it myself. I’ll tell you, but I don’t want you tell 3J or Carlos, okay?”

“Sure, sure. What happened?”

“The Hanging Tree told… er… rather showed… well, not exactly showed, but pointed the way to the sheriff’s grave and also to William Kayne’s.”

Mary leaned on one elbow and stared at me. “A talking tree?” Mary frowned. “Give me a break.”

I faced my sister. “I never would have thought so either, until today. I think it is more accurate to call it a ‘haunted’ tree. And just because we never heard of a haunted or talking tree doesn’t mean it couldn’t happen.”

“How did it show you?”

“The tree leaned in the direction I was supposed to go. I don’t know if it was a mysterious wind, or what.” The words sounded unconvincing, even to me.

“The tree leaned? That was the message you received?” Mary’s eyebrows rose.

“Yes, first in one direction, and then in another. That’s how I found the graves.”

Mary shook her head. “No way will I believe this one, Scooter. Remember, 3J and I looked at that tree and it was perfectly still.”

“I think the tree only talks to me.”

“Ridiculous.”

“Well, how else would you explain how I found the graves?” I asked.

“Blind luck?” Mary shrugged her shoulders. “You walked around, looked down, turned over some headstones, and there they were. You were just plain lucky.”

“I think it was more than luck. The tree told me exactly where to look.” I began to feel my confidence wane.

“Did the tree tell you it was William Kayne?” asked Mary.

“Well… not exactly. But it… He calls me Barthinius and said he… it wants me to help him,” I explained.

“Help him? Honestly, Scooter, sometimes I think you are completely nuts. How are you supposed to help him?” Mary shook her head and gave me a look that said you’ll never get me to believe this.

“He said he didn’t kill the sheriff and wants me to prove it. I’m going to need some help. After all, that is the real reason why we are here. Will you help me?”

“Well, I’ll go along with the crime solving idea, but just don’t ask me to believe that talking tree stuff.” Mary pulled the top of her sleeping bag up to her chin.

“Good. Thanks. The question is where do we start? I always ask myself where would Kemo Kelly start.”

“Scooter, that’s just a TV show.” Mary yawned. “But, okay, where would Kemo Kelly start?”

“He’d start at the scene of the crime. Of course, his cases aren’t over eighty years old,” I admitted. “We need to find where the shooting took place.”





Chapter 25: Following the Stranger

I looked at the luminous dial on my Timex watch. It was two-fifteen in the morning. The night was quiet. Even the air was still. Mary turned in her sleeping bag, letting out a soft sigh. I lay still. My eyes wide open. There it was again. A sound. Something or someone was moving through the darkness. It didn’t seem close by, maybe below the plateau where we were camping. Probably a deer.

I rolled over on my side, closed my eyes, and tried to sleep. Then I heard a branch snap, a sliding sound, and a muffled curse.

“That’s not a deer,” I mumbled to myself. I unzipped my sleeping bag, slipped on my shoes, and grabbed a large flashlight.

Outside the tent, I stood and listened. Not a sound from my fellow campers. Over the rise of the hill, I heard heavy footsteps crunching dry leaves and twigs. I moved toward the noise.

I used my best detective footwork, stepping lightly to avoid detection. At the edge of the hill, I saw a big, burly man, with a beard, wearing a western style hat, carrying a backpack and a long straight object. Maybe a rifle? I decided to follow the stranger.

Carefully climbing down the steep incline, I kept a safe distance behind the mysterious man. He moved quickly using a small flashlight to light the path. I stumbled over a branch. The stranger stopped, turned, and gazed in my direction.

I froze. The man cupped his hands around his ears, apparently listening for some clue. Minutes passed, feeling like hours to me. I could see the man, not clearly, but enough to know where he was. He seemed to be staring right at me.

Then the unknown visitor resumed his trek, occasionally stopping to glance over his shoulder, then moving ahead again. I ducked behind trees, rocks and bushes, staying as low to the ground as possible.

I was so intent on following the man and not being caught, I didn’t notice where he was headed.

Boot Hill.

He moved the long, narrow object from his shoulder and appeared to be searching for something in the graveyard.

A shovel, I thought. The man is a grave robber. How low can you get?

I could hear the sound of shoveled dirt being piled on dry leaves. I checked my watch. It was two-forty-five. I’d been watching this man for about thirty minutes.

What could he be looking for? The idea of stealing from the dead disgusted me. I had to stop this.

The half-moon slid behind thick clouds. In the sudden darkness, I couldn’t see what was happening, but I heard grunts and groans from the man as if he were tugging or lifting something cumbersome. A heavy thud indicated something large fell to the ground. The man muttered a muffled curse. After more grunting and clumsy footsteps, he moved away.

Keeping low, I inched forward. When the clouds moved and the moon’s glow returned, I saw the man straighten a headstone and pick up the shovel.

I edged back where a large boulder blocked his view. I had to do something to stop this evil man.

I moved toward the man in the graveyard. I scooped up several rocks, the size of eggs.

The man was stomping the dirt around a headstone. He stopped and looked around, holding his hands around his eyes, apparently to get a better view his surroundings.

As if I was trying to throw a runner out headed to home plate from center field, I hurtled a rock to the right of the grave robber. It hit a tree trunk.

The man turned and froze in place.

I lofted a second rock to the man’s left. It stuck a gravestone marker with a sharp retort. Frantically, the man turned in circles. I lobbed a third rock over the man’s head. The man twisted around, searching for the cause of the threatening noises.

I ducked behind a boulder and I sort of cleared my throat. I was plenty nervous as I aimed my big flashlight at the stranger and turned it on. Using my deepest voice, I yelled, “HE’S RIGHT OVER THERE, SHERIFF. IN THE GRAVE YARD.”

That man started running and stumbling and cursing as he headed the opposite way from where I was hiding. I could hear him falling down and tripping over bushes and fallen tree trunks. I could hardly wait to tell the others.





Chapter 26: Not a Dream

After my return from Boot Hill, Mary, Carlos, 3J, and I talked into the early morning hours. They had no idea who the grave robber could be. What would motivate a person to rob graves?

“You should have seen him,” I told the gang. “I didn’t think a big bruiser like that could run so fast. I heard him fall at least three times.”

Mary laughed quietly. She wanted to rehash the incident, but her eyes wouldn’t stay open.

Finally, fatigue outmatched the group’s excitement, and we all crawled into our sleeping bags and drifted into a heavy sleep.

Hours later, I sat up and rubbed my eyes. Mary, Carlos, and 3J were up tending to the horses. I crawled out of the tent, stretched, scratched my head, and pulled the bill of my baseball cap down to shade my eyes. I paced nervously as I surveyed the area. I could see the ghost town below and imagined how the town would have looked when William Kayne rode in on that fateful day in 1873. Unpainted buildings behind an elevated wooden sidewalk. Bearded men in dark clothing wearing six-shooters on their hips, and women in long full dresses. Dusty, dirt streets with hitching rails in front of the shops. Horseback riders and men driving horse and wagons going about their daily business. Swinging bar room doors welcoming cowboys and gamblers into dark interiors. The vision seemed so clear to me.

Because of my adventure with the intruder at Boot Hill, I didn’t get much sleep. Yet, I felt rested, having slept later than the others, thanks in part to the shade of the massive Hanging Tree.

I watched Mary, 3J, and Carlos climb the hill toward me.

Mary and 3J were holding hands. They were all laughing. I guessed they were discussing the events of the previous night.

By nine o’clock, it was bright but still cool as the sun began to warm the day. I pulled my Iowa Hawkeye sweatshirt over my head. A gentle breeze blew through the trees. The long dry grass moved back and forth like golden waves on a sandy beach. I looked down into the valley where Dry Gulch once stood. An eerie feeling of isolation and solitude came over me. Not a sound of civilization could be heard. No voices other than our own. This was how it must have been many years ago, I thought. Riding the West. Quiet and peaceful, yet dangerous, as William Kayne had discovered.


# # # # #

Mary and I rode side by side on the overgrown path leading away from Boot Hill.

“William’s marker was kinda harsh,” I commented. “Murderer.”

“Remember, he was convicted of murdering the sheriff. The town’s folks probably wanted everyone who saw his grave to know what he was. The sheriff was very popular,” said Mary.

“He was probably lucky to have a marker at all.”

“How did you know where to look?” asked Mary. “And don’t give me that tree nonsense.”

“Yeah,” yelled Carlos from behind. “How did you know?”

I thought about how to answer. Who would believe me? I already had a reputation for exaggeration, and if I said the Hanging Tree, it would just get worse. But I did learn it from the tree, didn’t I?

“Well, are you going to tell us?” asked 3J.

“It wasn’t that hard,” I finally said. “I… I mean, haven’t you guys ever seen Western movies? All those Western towns had a ‘boot hill’ and the bad guys were buried in the corner away from the good citizens. William was considered a bad guy and had no relatives here. I was just lucky to guess the right one.”

“I’ve heard of lucky guys before, but if I knew you were this lucky, we’d have had you play the shell game at the Old West Days,” said 3J.

As we rode in silence, Mary eyed me. Finally she said, “You know, I think it’s easier for me to believe the tree story than it is to believe this incredible luck you’re having.”

I smiled and shrugged my shoulders.

3J riding Thunder led Carlos, Mary, and me out of Dry Gulch. The horses climbed carefully up the rocky path.

At the top of the hill, as we passed the Hanging Tree, I whispered, “Thanks.”

A gust of wind lifted my baseball cap, spun it around, and dropped it back on my head, visor facing backwards.







Chapter 27: Asking for Help

“We don’t even know where Sheriff Dell was when he got shot, do we?” Mary asked.

She and I sat sprawled in the living room of Uncle Armando’s old converted firehouse.

I pulled my baseball cap off and scratched my head. “Let me think… wait, I remember. The professor said the shootout took place at a cave. All we have to do is find it.”

“If we can. There’s probably a ton of caves around here, plus it was over eighty or so years ago,” said Mary. “But, maybe Carlos or Uncle Armando knows where the cave is.”

“We’ll ask when they come home,” I said.

A few minutes later, Carlos sauntered into the room, an envelope in his hand.

“Scooter, did you see this letter that came for you?” asked Carlos.

“No, who is it from?”

“It doesn’t say.” Carlos reached out. “Here.”

I looked at the letter and studied the ordinary white envelope with my name and Carlos’s address printed in block letters. The postmark read Angel’s Camp, California, a town not far from New Dry Gulch. No return address.

“Strange,” I said as I slid my finger under the envelope flap and removed the letter.

“Who is it from? What does it say?” asked Mary.

"It’s like some sort of riddle. You know, from magazines or advertisements or something. Look!
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“It’s signed ‘A. Friend,’” I said.

“What does it mean?” Carlos looked at his cousins.

“Mary, you’re good at puzzles. What do you think?” I asked.

“Hum… the R U part is easy. That means ‘are you,’” said Mary. “The pictures are harder.”

“The first picture looks like a witch or ghost or something,” said 3J.

“And the second is a picture of a needle and thread,” said Carlos.

“Maybe it means we are looking for a needle in a haystack,” I said. “But maybe that’s an Iowa expression.”

“How about the next picture of that funny looking man? If we figure that out maybe the needle and thread will make sense,” said Mary.

“Looks like my history teacher,” 3J laughed.

“He sure has a big nose,” I said. “Then there is that ‘sy’ after it.”

“I’ve got it,” said Mary. “The first picture isn’t a ghost or a witch. It’s the letter ‘Y.’ ‘Why are you… something… something… sy?’”

“Yeah, good,” I said. “But what does the needle and thread mean?”

“What about the rest of it,” said Carlos. “It looks like a rope and a safe and some sheep.”

Mary stared at the sheet of paper in silence. She twisted her long hair with her index finger. “Okay, I’ve figured it out. How about you guys?”

“Not yet. Probably some kid playing a trick on us,” I suggested.

“But what does it mean?” asked Carlos.

“Think about it,” said Mary smugly. “You’ll get it.”

“I give up,” said Carlos.

3J and I gave up too.

“Okay,” said Mary. “The first part says ‘Why are you so nosey.’ And the rest says ‘Knot safe 4 ewe.’ Get it? Sheep are sometimes called ewes, so the ending says, ‘not safe for you.’”

“Pretty clever,” said Carlos.

Mary studied the note and said, “The question is, is this a threat, a warning, or just a joke?”

“I think we should keep this to ourselves. You know how adults are,” I said. “Agreed?”

Carlos and 3J nodded their heads.

“For now,” said Mary. “I agree, but just for now.”


# # # # #

When Uncle Armando returned home, I asked him if he knew where the shootout took place. “It happened in a cave,” I told him.

Uncle Armando thought for a moment, then said, “Not a clue. I guess I never heard that part of the story before. In a cave, you say. Hmm… we have some old mine shafts, but I don’t know of any caves, not any big ones anyway.”

“Nuts,” I said. “There goes that idea. I guess we need a plan B.”

“Dinner’s ready,” Mrs. Miller called from the kitchen.

Mary and I joined Uncle Armando at the dining table as Carlos entered the room.

“What’s for dinner, Mrs. Miller?” Carlos grinned in anticipation of her answer.

“Your favorite,” Mrs. Miller said. “Rattlesnake stew.”

Mary and I looked at each other. “Rattlesnake stew?” we said in unison.

“It’s really good. Don’t you have that in Iowa?” asked Carlos.

“Heck no,” I said. “We don’t even have garter snake stew.”

Uncle Armando, Carlos, and even Mrs. Miller burst out in laughter.

“We’re just kidding you.” Uncle Armando smiled at us young Iowans. “We’re really having chicken stew, which tastes very much like rattlesnake stew.”

Hmm, I thought. If rattlesnake stew tastes like chicken stew, how do I know which one I’m eating?

As I picked around the meat in this stew, I asked Uncle Armando, “Do you have any idea how we can find out about the cave?”

Uncle Armando swallowed a mouthful of stew, then replied, “Well, you may want to try the library. But that sheriff was shot more than eighty years ago. I doubt it they have any news articles from that far back. And there’s the county clerk, Fletcher Tibbs. He’s sort of the unofficial historian around here. He’s a little kooky, but kind of an interesting guy.”

“Kooky?” I asked.

“Yes. You may have seen him. He dresses like he’s living in the 1850’s and has a big bushy beard. He likes antiques and old coins—in fact, he has a little coin shop. He lives on a hill at the edge of town in a big old house by himself. I guess it isn’t fair to call him kooky, but he is definitely the most superstitious man I’ve ever met.”

“He sounds like a good one for us to talk to,” I said.

“Do you think Dr. Jones might know about caves?” asked Carlos.

“He might,” said Uncle Armando. “I’ll ask him.”







Chapter 28: The Newspaper Article

“I need a couple of things from the store, Carlos,” Mrs. Miller said as she stood in the kitchen viewing the contents of the pantry. “I’ll make a list.”

“Anyone want to go with me?” Carlos asked.

“Sure, I’ll go,” I said.

“You guys go ahead. I’ll meet you there in a little while,” said Mary.

“Okay,” said Carlos. “See you later.”

Carlos grabbed a backpack and followed me down the fire pole into the garage. We retrieved the bikes, and then headed down the hill to Glotz Grocery.

At the store, we leant our bikes against the building. Carlos picked up a basket inside and checked his list. “Lunch meat, bread, mustard, salad mix, and cookies of choice,” he read.

“What kind of cookies do you and Mary like?” Carlos asked.

“Chocolate chip,” I said, even though Mary preferred oatmeal.

After Carlos picked up all the items, he placed them next to the old brass cash register.

“Hi, Carlos. Will this be all for you today?” A tall, slim woman dressed in old-fashioned clothes looked at Carlos.

“Nope, I forgot the mustard.” Carlos turned to go back, then stopped and said, “Mrs. Glotz, have you met my cousin, Scooter. He’s visiting from Iowa. Be right back.” Carlos then headed to the back of the store.

“Hi Scooter. Welcome to New Dry Gulch. I hear your sister is here as well.”

“Thanks. Mary is at the house. I think she’s coming down in a few minutes.”

“Good. I’d like to meet her, too.”

Mrs. Glotz moved away to help another customer. I eased over to the historical display case on the wall.

There it was, right in front of me, the newspaper article dated July 21, 1873. I slapped myself on the forehead. Kemo Kelly never would have forgotten this. I moved closer and studied the clipping.

‘With astounding speed, Deputy Jeremiah Glotz arrested the man believed to be the infamous ’Faceless Bandit’ yesterday. The suspect, a stranger in Dry Gulch, was captured without resistance at the Gold Nugget Saloon around four o’clock. He appeared stunned by his arrest.

’Local citizens praised Deputy Glotz for his prompt action, ending the string of robberies that has plagued the area for several years. Approximately twenty banks and businesses were robbed during that time. The stolen gold and silver coins have not been recovered.

’The elusive bandit timed his activities when Sheriff Dell and most of his deputies were out of the area. The sheriff intended to be away on the day in question, but had a last-minute change of plans. Once the robbery of Kaplan’s General Merchandise and Grocery store was reported, Sheriff Dell pursued the desperado south of town through the rocky pass southeast of the Old Irish Mine.

’At some point in the chase, Sheriff Dell lost track of the suspect, but later cornered him in Prospectors Canyon. A shootout followed leaving Sheriff Dell dead…

‘…Deputy Jeremiah Glotz, who took charge of the investigation and tracked down the suspect within days, said, ’I’ve captured a very dangerous man… I was suspicious of him the minute I saw him… I’ve made this town safe for all law-abiding folks… I will make sure we have quick and proper justice…’

‘After the arrest, Rancher Kelly Muldoon joked with Deputy Glotz that he had made the arrest even though he didn’t have his badge. The Deputy was heard saying, “I don’t need no stinkin’ badge to arrest a murderer”.’

I looked over at the old ‘tintype’ photograph next to the newspaper article. Sure enough, there stood Deputy Jeremiah Glotz with his prisoner. Glotz wasn’t wearing a badge.

An uneasy feeling came over me. I stood motionless, trying to understand its meaning. I sniffed the air—a sweet scent like flowers. I heard a soft swishing sound, someone moving quietly toward me. I turned.

“Neat pictures, huh?” Peggy Glotz tilted her head coyly.

I gulped hard, my face turned red. “Yeah,” I mumbled. “Very interesting.”

Peggy pushed up the sleeves of her long, starched, olive-colored dress. All the store employees wore similar costumes. I tried to be cool as I took in her bright blue eyes and long brown hair. Probably eleven, I thought, maybe eleven and a half.

Peggy leaned against her closed parasol. “That’s my great-great-granddaddy. He was the Deputy Sheriff back in the olden days.” She smiled at me. “I hear you are investigating some old hanging or something like a detective or sheriff or something. Is that true? My stupid brother says your great-great-granddaddy murdered the sheriff and was a robber.”

“I’m a P.I., sort of a detective. I’m always working on some mystery. Who knows, maybe your brother is right. I’m just trying to find out for sure.”

Her blue eyes looked directly into mine. “Maybe I could help. Would you like to see more pictures and stuff? They’re in the storeroom.”

“Sure, that would be great.” I followed her to the back of the store.

She pushed open a heavy wooden door and let it close behind us. One small window allowed scant light into the dark storeroom. Peggy looked at me like no other girl had ever looked at me. She reached for my hand. I really didn’t know what to do.

“Come here,” she said leading me behind a tall shelf loaded with boxes.

I was more than a little uncomfortable as Peggy held on to my hand. I had seen Kemo Kelly, my TV detective idol, get important information from girls, and I thought more pictures could prove useful so I didn’t pull my hand away. Of course, those pictures could prove my great-great-grandfather was a thief and murderer.

In a dark aisle, surrounded by ceiling high shelves, Peggy turned and faced me. She stood close and finally let go of my hand. “We have a box, or two around here somewhere.”

I got a whiff of something that smelled sweet as Peggy brushed past. My hands began to sweat.

“Here they are,” she said and pulled a large cardboard box off the shelf and placed it on the floor.

Inside the box were pictures, newspaper clippings, memorabilia, and some letters.

“Look at whatever you want,” she whispered. “I don’t really know all that is here.”

I sat on the floor, legs folded, with the open cardboard box. I sifted through old photos of unknown people and places. I was looking for something. I didn’t know what would add to my investigation.

Peggy, seeing my interest, pulled down another box and sat beside me and she, too, studied the contents. “A lot of stuff, huh?”

“Yeah.” I kept digging.

The storeroom was quiet except for our shuffling of items from the boxes.

“I haven’t seen anything useful yet,” I said as I gathered up the photos and papers and dropped them back in the box. I stood and reached for a third box.

“Hey, Scooter. Here’s something that might be interesting.”

I sat next to Peggy. Our knees touched.

Peggy handed me an envelope, yellowed with age. And then, an extraordinary thing happened. Something that had never happened to me before. She leaned over and kissed me on the cheek.

I froze. My mind went blank. This was a new experience, but I didn’t want Peggy to know that. I wanted to be cool, but I felt hot and itchy. What was I supposed to do? Oh sure, I had seen Kemo Kelley on TV when he had been kissed by good-looking women, but he was a grownup. What’s a kid supposed to do?

“Peggy, Peggy. Where are you?” A voice came from the main part of the store.

“That’s my brother,” said Peggy. “I’ve got to go. Take the letter and whatever other stuff you want. Just get it back to me sometime. Put the boxes back. I’ll go out first. When you hear me say ‘ice cream’ you come out. I’ll see you at the counter.”

I stood like a paralyzed sloth, my mouth agape. “Uh, okay,” I stammered as I took the unread letter and some photographs and carefully placed them under my shirt, and then returned the boxes. Quickly, I moved toward the storeroom door. I opened it slightly and listened.

Peggy and her brother, Joe, were standing at the counter with a customer.

“Have you tried our new chocolate fudge ice cream, Mrs. Campbell?”

I peeked out to make sure the coast was clear, then wove slowly through the aisles from the back of the store to the checkout counter.

With her brother standing next to her, Peggy leaned closer to me. “So, how do you like New Dry Gulch?”

“Fine,” I grinned. “Better all the time.” Yes, I’m pretty cool, I thought.

Joe Glotz walked around from behind the counter. “Stay away from my sister, kid.” His eyes narrowed as he spoke to me. “I mean it.” Then turning to his sister, he said, “Let’s go, Piggy. It’s time to go home.”

“Mom said you’re not supposed to call me that, Joey. I’m telling.”

Peggy turned and sashayed toward the door.

From the open doorway, she glanced over her shoulder. “See you later, Scooooter.” Opening her parasol, she giggled as she twirled it, then followed her big brother down Main Street.

Just as they left, Mary walked in laughing so hard she could barely stand up straight. She pointed at me. “Well, I was going to see if you wanted to go riding later today, but it looks like you have a girlfriend.”

“That’s not funny. Kemo Kelly says girls are for suckers.”

But I wondered. I patted the letter and photos under my shirt. Could Kemo be wrong this time?





Chapter 29: The Letter

That evening at the dinner table, I passed around the items Peggy had given me to Mary, Carlos, and Uncle Armando. We each examined the various items and showed one another things of interest. Many were photos of the Glotz family, we guessed, with some of lawmen and other distinguished individuals in the store. We laughed at the uncomfortable clothes the women had to wear and the beards some of the men had.

Mary looked at the yellowed envelope and carefully slid out the letter. It was a little brittle, but she was able to open it without damage. She suddenly became quiet as she read the contents. “Oh my gosh,” she said. "Listen to this…

’Dearest Susan,

I hope this letter finds you and our baby son in good health. I regret to tell you that I have some bad news. It is the worst news possible. Before I continue, however, I want to tell you how much I love you and how much you and young Barthinius mean to me. My time with you has been the happiest of my life. I mourn that I will not be able to watch our young son grow or be able to see you again.

’Yesterday, I was convicted of a crime I did not commit—murdering the Sheriff of Dry Gulch, California. To my knowledge, I never laid eyes on the man, but despite my protests and the fact that I couldn’t provide an alibi for the time of the killing, I was pronounced guilty. Someone planted the mask worn by the infamous Faceless Bandit in my saddlebag. On that evidence alone, I was sentenced to hang by the neck until dead. The sentence is to be carried out tomorrow, July 23, 1873 at 1:00 P.M.

’I believe I know who the murderer is, but I am unable to tell you. The Deputy Sheriff would not allow me to mail this to you if I did, and I wanted to tell you of this situation myself. My soul will be unable to rest in peace until my name has been cleared of this terrible injustice.

’Susan, you and Barthinius will be in my final thoughts on the morrow.

’Your loving husband,

William.’

“What could be worse than being hanged for a crime you didn’t commit?” said Mary. “And I believe him.”

“So, it’s true,” I said. “He wasn’t guilty.”

“That’s the missing letter. The Deputy must have never mailed it. William wanted his wife and family to believe he was innocent,” said Uncle Armando.

“We need to solve this mystery,” I said.





Chapter 30: Reluctant Agreement

“His honor, the mayor of New Dry Gulch, and his three brilliant advisors,” Chuck announced as Uncle Armando, Carlos, Mary and I entered Upchuck’s.

Cheers, laughter, and friendly boos accompanied us to our table near the front window where the sheriff was enjoying Upchuck’s mystery stew, a house specialty.

“Sheriff, may we join you?” asked Uncle Armando.

“Please do,” he gestured for us to pull out a chair.

“The County Clerk for all of Appaloosa County, and coin collector extraordinary,” announced Chuck, as a large, heavyset, bushy, bearded man entered the eatery. The large scar on his left cheek became flush as polite applause followed Chuck’s announcement.

“Back here, Fletcher.” A man waved from the rear of the restaurant.

I leaned over to Carlos and whispered, “Isn’t that the guy who was with the Glotz kid the other day?”

“Yeah.”

“That’s Fletcher Tibbs, the man I was telling you about. He’s the expert on our local history,” explained Uncle Armando.

“Sheriff, these kids had quite an adventure the other night.” Uncle Armando nodded to me. “Tell Sheriff Duncan the story.”

“When I got to the part where I aimed my flashlight on the man and yelled ‘He’s right over here, Sheriff’, he took off running, stumbling and cursing, away from where I was. It was scary, but also really kind of funny.” I had to chuckle as I thought about that big, clumsy oaf running away from a kid, falling down, tripping over logs, bushes and I guess grave stones as well. The sheriff was amused as he heard the details and the more he heard about it, the harder he laughed, giving away to a deep belly laugh until tears rolled down his cheeks. Soon we were all laughing.

Customers at nearby tables, overhearing the story, passed it along, and soon almost everyone in the restaurant roared with amusement.

When the chaos subsided, the sheriff turned to the kids. “On behalf of the Sheriff’s Department, thanks for scaring off that bum. Otherwise, I might not have had a good night’s sleep,” joked Sheriff Duncan.

“Do you think he was just some bum?” Mary asked.

“I don’t know, but we get a few strange people wandering through the hills. Someone writes a story about the 40,000 or so abandoned gold mines or lost coins, and up come the city folks with their fancy metal detectors trying to find a lost treasure. Some search late at night because they think they’re being followed and someone will steal their find.”

The sheriff turned to Armando. “Do you remember that guy a couple of years ago? He came up here with more equipment than the U.S. Army. Claimed he had a map where gold and silver coins were buried. Never found a thing.”

“Yes, I think I do remember.” Uncle Armando leaned back in his chair.

“So other than scaring the heck out of some poor guy, what’s new?” asked Sheriff Duncan.

“We’re trying find out where Sheriff Dell was shot,” I said.

“You mean geographically or physically?” Uncle Armando chuckled.

Mary, Carlos, and I looked at him as if he were speaking Greek.

Uncle Armando tried again. “You mean, where was he hit on his body, or where he was when he was shot?”

“The last one,” I said. “We kind of know where the place is from the news clipping at the grocery store, but we don’t know how to find it.”

The restaurant owner’s voice interrupted as a thin, well-groomed man entered. “New Dry Gulch’s number one grocer, hardware man, butcher, baker, and candlestick maker, George Glotz,”

More cheers, laughter, and friendly boos followed as Glotz acknowledged the greeting, then joined several other local business people in the rear of the restaurant.

“Where did the shooting take place?” asked Uncle Armando.

“Somewhere near the Old Irish Mine in an area they called Prospectors Canyon. Do you know where that is?” I asked.

“I have no idea. Of course, there were lots of mines in these parts at one time or another, and they all had names. Most of the mines weren’t successful. The Old Irish Mine might have been a recognized location a hundred years ago, but certainly not now, at least not to me. To make matters worse, the names of the mines were often changed so what was known as The Old Irish Mine may have been named something else later. In fact, the name could have changed more than once. But, just because I don’t know doesn’t mean it didn’t exist. Let’s ask,” said Uncle Armando.

He pushed his chair from the table, stood and called out, “Folks, listen up a minute. I have a question for you. My nephew and niece are trying to solve a mystery and are looking for the Old Irish Mine and/or Prospectors Canyon. The mine was active in the 1870’s and was probably a landmark. It’s supposed to be somewhere in this area. Any of you know where?”

“There was the Irishman’s Mine, but that was up near Nuggetville,” said a red-headed fellow sitting near the back.

“I think there was one called Irish Eyes Mine, but I don’t know if it was around here,” said a bearded guy at the next table.

An elderly chap sitting next to George Glotz said, “George, your family has been around this area for a long time. Did you ever hear of the Old Irish Mine?”

“No,” replied George sharply. “I don’t have any interest in old mines.”

“There should be some sort of record at the court house if the mine was registered,” said the guy sitting next to George Glotz. “At least that’s a place to start.”

Glotz glared at him.

“Fletcher.” A deep voice filled the room. “You’re the County Clerk. You know everything about this area. What do you think?”

Fletcher shrugged and shook his head.

“Well, thanks for your input. This project should keep these kids busy for the rest of their visit.” Uncle Armando smiled, waved, and sat down. “It’s a good suggestion to check out the court house. Fletcher, can these kids come by your office this afternoon?”

“Sure,” grumbled the clerk, “but I don’t know what I can tell ’em. Our records don’t go back that far.”





Chapter 31: Who to Believe?

A large red and white tour bus idled in the middle of Main Street, spewing diesel smoke. Smiling faces, most capped with white hair, looked out its side windows. Across the street, a Pepsi delivery truck was double-parked, the driver unloading cases of the drink for a casual café.

Down the street and around the corner from the County Court House, Mary, Carlos, and I sat on the shaded side porch of the restored California Hotel Restaurant, a can of soda sitting in front of each of us on the round table. Happy groups of travelers monopolized the covered outdoor refreshment area. Requests to say ‘cheese’ and camera clicks echoed from every corner.

The tourists were jovial, exhilarated. Mary, Carlos, and I were not.

“We weren’t looking for a history lesson,” I grumbled.

“I don’t care how you pan for gold,” griped Mary.

“All we learned after two hours with Fletcher was that they revised the mining process to use cyanide instead of mercury in 1890. That doesn’t help us one bit,” groaned Carlos.

“Where’s the Old Irish Mine or better yet, Prospectors Canyon? He tells us, ‘I think you have some bad information. You can’t believe those old newspapers.’ If Fletcher is such an expert on history, how come he hasn’t even heard of those places?” I asked.

“You’d think he’d be excited about learning of an old mystery that happened around here,” said Carlos.

Mary twisted her hair around her index finger. “Did you notice his reaction when we told him about the letter written by William Kayne? He seemed sort of startled or something. Maybe Mr. Tibbs knows more than he’s telling.”

“Yes,” I said. “He did appear a little jumpy after that.” I took a sip of Dr Pepper and slid back in my chair. “We have the directions from the newspaper article at Glotz’s store. It said the mine was south of town. Of course, that would be south of Dry Gulch not New Dry Gulch. There was something about a rocky pass southeast of the Old Irish Mine. But Mr. Tibbs said there was never any mining in that area.”

“Who are we going to believe?” asked 3J.

“The newspaper article. After all, the story was reported at the time it happened. Even if Mr. Tibbs is telling us what he thinks, it’s been eighty-something years since the shooting.” I got up from the table and pitched my soda can into a garbage barrel.

“Well, I don’t know about you guys, but I think he is lying and I am usually pretty good at detecting a lie. Right Scooter?”

“Yes, you are,” I responded as I recalled the several times she caught me with a falsehood.

“Did the newspaper say how far south of town?” asked Mary.

“I don’t think so,” I replied.

“Don’t forget, Mr. Tibbs said that many mine tunnels collapsed, usually at the entrance because the dirt is softer there. That means we could go past the mine and never even know it,” said Carlos.

“Actually, it’s not the Old Irish Mine we need to find. That’s just a landmark. It’s Prospectors Canyon we’re looking for. Of course, the local historian never heard of that either. According to the news article, that was where the gun fight took place,” I said. “Or as Kemo Kelly would say, that was the scene of the crime.”

“It sounds like something we would notice if we saw it. ‘Prospectors Canyon.’ It must be a high rock formation, but I guess you have a lot of those around here,” said Mary.

“You got that right. That’s what mountains are, just big rock formations,” Carlos laughed.

“Scooter, what do you expect to find if we locate the Old Irish Mine and Prospectors Canyon?” asked Mary.

“I don’t know. All I know is it’s a place to start.”





Chapter 32: On the Trail Again

The sun peeked over the eastern horizon. The temperature was cool, particularly in the shaded areas. In the corral, four horses shifted slightly as they were saddled and bridled. Their hooves sank into the soft dirt of the enclosure. Their breath misted in the cool morning air. We stored the sack lunches and drinks Mrs. Miller prepared in the saddlebags.

I removed my Chicago Cubs baseball cap and slid an Iowa Hawkeye sweatshirt over my Chicago Bears t-shirt. I put my hat back on. Mary pulled a pale blue sweatshirt embroidered with daisies over her head. 3J and Carlos buttoned heavy flannel shirts over their t-shirts.

Now a familiar path, I took the lead. This wasn’t a horseback ride with friends just for fun. No, this was work—private investigator work on horseback. Perhaps traveling the same route William Kayne took many years before in his quest for a better life. A clue to help vindicate the Kayne name, I thought. That’s my goal.

Mary, 3J, and Carlos said they thought it would be interesting to discover an eighty-year-old crime scene, but I knew they just wanted to go on a horseback ride.

I learned from Mr. Tibbs that most of the young men who traveled to California during the gold rush days expected to make their fortune in six months or so, and then return to their wives and families in the East. Such was not the case for most of them, and definitely not for William Kayne.

After resting the horses by the stream, we continued our westward journey galloping up a golden grassy knoll, past clusters of oak trees, scrub brush, and pine. The route took us into a valley spotted with poppies and buttercups, then up a hill—the hill, overlooking the ghost town of Dry Gulch.





Chapter 33: Finding an Alpaca

“Hey, Scooter,” Carlos shouted. “Do you have a clue where we’re going or what we’re looking for?”

“Yeah. We need to find the Old Irish Mine. When we find it, we’ll know we’re on the right path. It’s supposed to be south of Dry Gulch, but with the way this trail zigzags, I’m not sure if we’re still heading south.”

“Yeah, especially with your sense of direction,” Mary said.

“I’d think the mine would be on a recognized trail if the mine was an important one. When we come to a fork in the trail, we may have a problem,” I said.

“That mine was active a long time ago, so whatever trail it was on may long be gone. How will we even know if a mine is here? Mr. Tibbs said the entrance of the mine tunnels is what caved most often,” 3J said.

“From what he told us, even if the mine tunnel gave way, there should be an indication of some sort. Rocks, maybe timbers… something,” I said.

“What are we supposed to do if we find the mine?” asked Carlos.

“It’s just a landmark. What we really need to find is Prospectors Canyon. It’s somewhere beyond the mine. That’s where the shootout occurred,” I said.

Catching up to me, Mary asked, “Don’t you have any other clues?” She tilted her head, raised her eyebrows, and whispered, “From you know whoooo?”

“Why Mary, what do you mean?” I joked.

“You know exactly what I mean and whoooo I mean,” Mary laughed.

“You can’t say it, can you, Mary? You’re afraid to admit you believe in ghosts? ‘Completely nuts’ I think is what you called me. Does that sound familiar?” I asked.

“Look, I still don’t believe in ghosts. But you seem to be awfully lucky lately, like finding William’s grave on the first try. By the way, that was quite a story you laid on us back there. ‘Haven’t you guys ever seen a Western movie?’ I’m surprised you got away with that one. How did you find the grave anyhow?” asked Mary.

“You don’t want to know.”

“Yes, I do. Tell me.”

I shrugged my shoulders. “Let’s just say that I had some help.”

“He… It… told you where to look?” Mary asked.

“Who knows better than he?”

“I don’t know, Scooter. I don’t know what to believe.”

“Believe what you like. I’m not too sure I believe it myself.”

“Do you have special knowledge to help us find the mine?” she asked.

“I didn’t want to say, but since you asked—yes, I do.”

“What is it?”

“Here’s a hint. We’re looking for a rock formation that looks like an alpaca,” I said.

“An alpaca? What does an alpaca look like?” asked Mary.

“Sort of like a llama.”

“Why didn’t you just say a llama? Everyone knows what a llama looks like.”

“Because, I was told an alpaca.” I looked straight into Mary’s eyes. “We head in the direction the alpaca is facing. That will lead us to the mine entrance, which now is probably just a pile of rocks. From the mine’s entry, we head directly south to Prospectors Canyon.”

“With your sense of direction, how will you know which way is south? Did you bring a compass?” asked Mary.

“I didn’t know we’d need one when I… er… until recently, if you know what I mean,” I said.

“Yes, I’m afraid I know exactly what you mean,” said Mary.

“Interesting rock formations, don’t you think?” 3J eased his horse up next to Mary. “I haven’t been this way for a long time. Look over there—that rock looks like a ship.”

“That one looks like a huge castle,” said Carlos pointing to another large formation. They moved into a valley bordered by high cliffs, almost perfectly straight, about a hundred feet high. Gray-brown in color, the knifelike cliffs curved so that it was impossible to see far ahead.

“Someone has been here recently.” 3J studied the ground. “See the hoof marks?”

“I wonder who else would be riding out this way,” Carlos said.

“Think of what traveling would have been like for the pioneers,” said Mary. “Can you imagine covered wagons coming through a place like this, not knowing what’s waiting for them at the end of their travels? All their possessions in one wagon. I wonder if our parents would have been able to do that.”

“I don’t think so,” I laughed. “Mom would want The Gazette so she could have her crossword puzzles.”

We rode slowly, two by two, along the jagged rock and well-packed clay trail wide enough for a single wagon to pass. The clop-clop of the horses’ hooves echoed in the canyon where scraggly pine trees struggled to grow out of the crevices of the cliffs.

I looked at the scattered wisps of clouds above the ridge wall. Perfect place for an ambush, I thought, as I envisioned a stagecoach or pony express rider being held up by bandits. Maybe this was where the sheriff was ambushed by the Faceless Bandit.

“Hey, look at that cliff,” shouted Carlos. “It looks like some sort of animal—a sheep maybe.”

“It looks like a llama,” said 3J.

“Or maybe,” suggested Mary looking at me, “an alpaca?”





Chapter 34: Old Irish Mine

I gawked at the massive rock formation. “I’ve never seen an alpaca, but I guess it looks like one. Which way is it facing?”

“Toward that bunch of oak trees,” 3J pointed.

“Yeah,” said Carlos and Mary.

“I think so too,” I said. “We’ll probably find the mine entrance if we follow in the direction the alpaca faces.”

“How do you know that?” asked Carlos.

“Don’t ask,” Mary responded. “You would never believe it either.”

Wild flowers poked through the scrub brush and tall dry grass that covered the dark, red, rocky surface. With no visible path to follow, the riders moved slowly, weaving around the undergrowth, looking over their shoulders to make sure they were headed in the direction the alpaca indicated.

“How far do we have to go?” asked Mary. “Did you get specific instructions?”

“He… ah… no, nothing definite,” I replied. “But I don’t think it’s too far.” I turned my baseball cap around so the visor blocked the bright sun.

A short time later, I pulled Paint to a halt, dismounted, and handed the reins to Mary. “Doesn’t this mound of rocks look like an old mine was here? You guys must have seen lots of old mines.”

“Well, maybe,” said 3J. “Most of the ones I’ve seen still have an entrance tunnel.”

“Let’s take a look around. Maybe we can find something that will give us a clue,” I said.

Hindered by scraggly pine trees and underbrush, the investigation took on a more serious air. Kicking aside rocks and tumbleweed, we walked in widening circles.

“Whoa.” 3J jumped back. “That’s a big one.”

“What?” I asked.

“A lizard. Very quick. It must have been a foot long.”

“What did it look like?” asked Mary.

“Sort of like a small alligator,” said 3J.

“Are they dangerous?” asked Mary, backing away.

“It’s probably a Western Whiptail. They’re not dangerous unless you happened to be an insect,” Carlos laughed.

“What other kinds of creepy, crawly critters do you have around here?” asked Mary nervously.

3J said casually, “A few snakes and spiders—stuff like that.”

“Sounds awful to me. I have ophidiophobia and arachnophobia.”

“Is that contagious?” 3J stepped away from Mary.

“Oh, Mary is showing off with her big words. It just means she’s ‘chicken’ when it comes to snakes and spiders. It’s no big deal,” I said.

“Scooter, you suffer from hippopotomonstrosesqui-ppedphobia,” said Mary with a smirk.

“See what I mean?” I said.

“What does that mean?” asked Carlos.

“Look it up,” said Mary.

Mary turned to 3J. “Are the snakes and spiders poisonous?”

“Some are. The Pacific Rattlesnake is, of course. The Pacific Gopher snake and the Bull snake sort of look like the rattler, but they aren’t poisonous. And they don’t have the rattles on their tails. Of course, sometimes the rattles fall off the rattlers, so it’s best to avoid them all.”

“Where do the rattlers hang out?” I asked.

“They like cracks and crevices in rocky ledges or mines.” 3J moved around the mound of rocks. “If you leave them alone, they’ll leave you alone. We have Black Widow spiders, too. They have a red hourglass shape on their belly. They like old rodent holes. Just stay with me, Mary. I’ll make sure none of our creepy crawlies get you.”

Mary moved closer to 3J. “How do you know so much about snakes and spiders?”

“We learned it in school. It’s important to know about them if you live here,” he said.

“I’m sticking with you from now on.” Mary grabbed 3J’s hand.

He smiled. “You’ll be safe with me.”

“What are we looking for?” asked Carlos.

“Anything that will tell us this was a mine. I don’t even know what that might be,” I said.

“Here’s an old timber,” yelled 3J.

Carlos and I hustled over.

“It’s kind of square like. It’s definitely not a tree trunk,” added Mary.

“I suppose that could be part of a mine,” I said. “What do you guys think?”

Mary bent down for a closer look. “I wouldn’t know unless it says ‘Old Irish Mine’ on it.”

“Let’s look a little more. Maybe we can find something else,” I suggested.

Once again, the group spread out. Mary stayed close to 3J. Surveying the area, kicking brush aside, stumbling over broken branches and rocks, we hunted for a clue—any clue.

“Hey, over here!” yelled Carlos. “I think this was a mine. Look what I found.” Carlos held up a rusted pickaxe minus the handle. “It’s heavy.”

We all dashed over.

“This must have been The Old Irish Mine. Look at this,” I pointed. “The grass seems to have been trampled recently. Let’s follow the path.”

Moving between shrubs and rocks, we stumbled and slid as we climbed a steep incline.

“Ouch,” said Mary. “I’m getting scratched by all these stupid bushes. Scooter, why the heck are we climbing this ridiculous hill?”

“Someone has been here and I want to know why,” I said. “This sure isn’t a normal hiking trail.”

“Well, maybe it was some animal, like a deer or something. They would trample the grass too. Let’s get out of here.” Mary stopped climbing as 3J and Carlos caught up with her. I continued to climb.

“Hey, you guys. Come up here. We found a mine,” I shouted down to the group.

“Awe, come on, Scooter. We don’t want to get scratched up,” said Mary.

“You’ll be sorry if you don’t come up. We’re on to something,” I replied.

Mary looked at 3J and Carlos. They shrugged their shoulders and started to climb. A few minutes later, they saw me standing beside a thick shrub in front of a large boulder.

“Is that what you wanted us to see? Another stupid bush?” asked Mary.

“No,” I replied, “it’s what’s behind the bush. Look.”

Pushing aside the branches, I said, “A mine shaft. And look at these footprints. Mary, do you have your camera with you?”

“Sure, I always have it. Why?”

“Take a picture of the footprints. They look fresh to me, and kind of unusual. Then let’s see what’s in the mine. This must be the Old Irish Mine.” I started to go in. I pulled a small flashlight from my pocket. “Wow, this is cool.”

Mary took two pictures of the footprints and followed Carlos, 3J, and me into the mine.

“Pretty dark in here,” said Mary. “I wonder what sort of critters would live in here.” She moved closer to 3J.

“Don’t think about it,” he responded.

“Scooter, where are you going?” asked Mary. “Give us some light here.”

I used my flashlight to assist the others. “Stay close. There’s a bend in the shaft up ahead.”

As we moved around a bend, the scant sun light disappeared. The tunnel continued to the right, but to the left was an enclosure. I flashed my light about the enclosure, then gasped. “Someone else knows about this mine. Look, there’s a sleeping bag, cans of food, a couple of wooden crates with a magazine called ‘Coin World’, candles, a gray metal box, and some rope. There’s been a campfire here, too. Those are burnt logs.” I moved closer to the articles I spotted. I knelt down and picked up a small metal box. My flashlight flickered. Oh no, I thought. The batteries can’t go dead now.

I shut off the light to save what juice the batteries had left.

Mary let out a muffled scream. 3J put his arm around her shoulders.

“Let’s get out of here, Scooter. Right now!” Mary turned and started toward the light at the mine’s entrance.

I lifted the metal box and shook it. Coins. It sounded like coins in the box. I tried to open it, but it was locked. “Mary, how about a picture of this box?”

“No, I’m getting out of here. We shouldn’t be here. This is really stupid! Don’t ever ask me to play detective again.” Mary grabbed 3J’s hand. “Coming Carlos?”

“You bet,” said Carlos. He turned and followed Mary and 3J.

“What’s that sound?” said Mary. “Scooter, come over here now! I heard a funny sound out there.”

I put the box down and joined the group. We listened. Twigs snapped, rocks rolled. Something or someone was outside the mine entrance.

We moved toward the entrance.

From outside the mine, we heard grunting sounds, “Oof, ugh, ahh.”

The rumble of moving rocks, then a loud thump as a boulder smashed in front of the entrance, blocking the exit from the mine.





Chapter 35: Trapped

“Now what do we do, smarty?” Mary’s frightened eyes glared at me. “You’ve really got us in a mess this time!”

“Just stay calm. We’ll figure something out.” I wished I felt as confident as I sounded. I knew we were in danger, but if they panicked it would only make matters worse.

Cupping my hands to my ears, I listened for sounds outside the mine. I heard someone outside sliding on the rocky path.

“Good riddance, you nosey brats!” A deep voice called from outside the mine.

“Hey, let us out of here!” Mary yelled at the top of her lungs. “Help!”

“Never!” an evil voice replied. “And watch out for the rattlesnakes.” The laugh that followed was the most fiendish laugh I had ever heard.

But that voice, I thought, sounds familiar.

Carlos and 3J shouted, “Hey! Let us out of here!”

The only response was the sound of horse hoofs fading in the distance.

“Save your breath,” I told the others. “I doubt if there’s anyone else around that would help us. What we need to do is to find a way out of here.”

Sitting near the obstructed mine entrance, traces of sunlight crept past the edges of the large boulder that blocked their escape. All eyes were on me, and in those eyes, I saw fear and panic.

“What would Kemo Kelly do?” I asked mostly to myself.

“Scooter,” Mary said, “that’s just a stupid TV show. We’re trapped and we may never get out of here alive.”

“Maybe we can move the boulder,” said 3J. “Let’s try.”

Carlos, 3J, Mary, and I put our shoulders to the heavy stone.

“Heave!” shouted Mary.

“Ugh, euff, ahh,” groaned the four of us as we pushed with all our might.

“It’s not moving,” said Mary.

“Okay, this isn’t going to work,” I said. “Let me think.”

Resting in front of the boulder, I closed my eyes and tried to remember exactly what I saw farther back in the mine. A sleeping bag, a campfire site, cans of food, magazines, and…

“I’ve got an idea,” I said. I took the penlight flashlight, unscrewed the end, and reversed the batteries. “Sometimes this extends the life of the batteries a little. You guys stay here, I’ll be right back.”

I moved to the bend in the mineshaft and disappeared around the left-hand bend. Not wanting to use the battery power, I flicked on the flashlight for a moment. “Yes!”

In the darkness, I crawled toward the wooden crates next to the sleeping bag. Grabbing the object of my search, I remembered Mary’s comment about Kemo Kelly. Kemo Kelly may be just a TV detective, I thought, but he taught me to notice things.









Chapter 36: It’s Dark in Here

“Candles? A rope?” said Mary. “We’re going to get out of this mine because you found a couple of candles and a piece of rope?”

“And a walking stick,” I said. “Kemo Kelly says you have to use what you have.”

“Well, at least candles help with the almost dead batteries in Scooter’s flashlight,” said 3J. “If we can light them.”

“Anyone have matches?” Carlos’ brown eyes darted around his friends’ faces.

“Yes.” I patted my pockets, then reached in one and pulled out a book of matches. “See, my souvenir from Upchucks.”

“Scooter, if I ever get out of here, I’m never, ever, ever going to let you talk me in to being a detective again. I really mean it this time.” Mary glared at me in the dim light. “This isn’t helping my claustrophobia, you know.”

I studied the blocked entry. Daylight seeped in around the boulder illuminating a spider in its web dangling from the mine entrance.

“No need to panic. I think there may be another way out.” I pointed toward the spider web. “Now we have the candles, we can explore and find out.”

“What makes you think so?” asked Mary.

“Look the way the spider web is moving. Slightly out from where we are. Something is making it move that way and I’ll bet it’s another opening down the mine shaft.”

“I hate spiders,” said Mary.

“It’s not moving very much.” 3J stared at the web.

“The sooner we get started, the sooner we get out of here. We can use this rope I found to hang on to so we don’t get separated.” I lit one candle and put the other one in my pocket along with the matches. “Ready?”

I tied one end of the rope around my waist and handed it to Mary. “I want to have at least one hand free. I’ve got to hold the candle and I want to use the walking stick to poke at things. You guys can just hang on to the rope.” Mary passed the rope on to 3J and Carlos.

A few paces beyond the bend in the mineshaft, all light from the entrance was blocked.

“I’ve never been anywhere this dark,” said Carlos.

Stumbling over the uneven floor of the mineshaft, 3J said, “We’re going downhill. Deeper into the mine.”

“Kind of a musty smell,” said Carlos. “It’s hot, too.”

“Scooter, if we’re going down, we’ll never get out of here,” said Mary. “I don’t like it.”

“We can always go back, but we need to explore deeper. We can’t move that boulder from inside.”

I lead the group, holding out the candle to one side so I could see better, and tapped the side of the mine with the walking stick. I turned to check on the others.

A sound. I didn’t recognize the noise. I twisted forward and changed the angle of the candle. Above my head, two small eyes reflected back. The creature advanced rapidly toward me. I ducked and dropped the candle. The light went out. We were in total darkness.

“AIEEEE!” screamed Mary. It sounded like she was being murdered. “What was that?” Mary clung to 3J. “I felt something in my hair! Scooter, light the candle!”

I reached in my pocket and pulled out my flashlight. Shining the dim light about, I found the candle on the floor and relit it.

Carlos said, “Mary, I think you just met the California Leaf-nose bat. They won’t hurt you. Actually, they’re good.”

“Not to me,” said Mary. “If I had anything to say about them, I would outlaw them.”

“Actually,” said Carlos, “they’re pretty important to the environment.”

“Well, not in my environment,” said Mary. “I’ve got nyctophobia.”

“She sure knows big words. What’s that?” said 3J.

“The fear of something, or maybe the fear of‒” Carlos was interrupted.

“Hey, you guys. We have another split in the shaft.” I held the candle in front of the left opening and studied it. Then I moved right and held the candle steady. “Let’s try the right tunnel. The flame flickers more.”

The shaft became narrow but tall. Our echoing footsteps added to the eeriness. A small rodent ran over Mary’s foot. She let out another scream. “Why me? Why are these creatures picking on me?”

“Because you have rataphobia?” Carlos snickered.

I stopped. The others bumped into me. I held up the candle. “See the way the flame wavers? It’s leaning away from where air is coming in. I think we’re on the right track.”

Pressing forward, we moved slowly, each hanging on to the rope. I held the candle out in front of me and used my left hand to feel along the wall of the tunnel with the walking stick. As they eased around another bend, I stopped.

“I just got a whiff of something,” I said. “It smells like the woods or trees or something fresh. Maybe a meadow.”

“Maybe you’re right, Scooter,” said Mary. “I smell fresh air, too.”

“That means there must be an opening around here,” I said. “I’m going to blow out the candle so we have total darkness. Maybe we can see some outside light.”

“Look up there!” 3J pointed, as if the other could see in the darkness. “I see a little daylight.”

“I see it too,” said Carlos. “Actually, I see several little holes of light.”

“The question is, how do we get up there, and can we make a hole big enough to climb through,” I said.

“I don’t know. It’s pretty high,” said Carlos. “About as high as a basketball hoop.”

“Scooter, you’ve got two candles. Let’s light them both and maybe we can see what the heck to do,” said Mary.

“Good idea,” I said. I lit both candles, dripped a little wax on a stone, and stuck one candle on the floor of the mine. I held the other one.

Mary stared at the light holes, then looked at the three boys. “I’ve got a plan,” she said. “Carlos, you and 3J boost Scooter up on your shoulders. Scooter can support himself against the wall and use the walking stick to poke at the holes. Then he can see if there is any way to make those holes bigger so we can get out of here.”

It took several tries before I could balance myself on the shoulders of the other two. I used one hand to support myself against the wall and reached down with the other.

“Hand me that walking stick,” I said.

Mary passed me the stick.

Bits of dirt and rocks fell as I jabbed at the opening. But the opening did become larger.

“Ouch,” said Carlos as debris fell from above.

“I’ve got to let you down,” said 3J. “My shoulder is killing me.”

I carefully crawled down the backs of my two friends. “I think with a little more poking around, I can get the opening wide enough for me to climb out. Of course, then we have to figure out how to get the rest of you out.”

After a few minutes rest, 3J said, “Okay, I’m ready. Let’s try it again.”





Chapter 37: Up and Out

“You’re getting it,” Mary yelled to me. “Jab a little more to the left.”

With each poke, a little more daylight crept into the mineshaft.

“Okay, let me down,” I said.

I jumped down, brushed off the dirt from my clothes, and looked up. “I think I can crawl through that hole if I can get up that high. It’s got to be at least ten feet up there.”

“We need a boost. Maybe we can stack ourselves up. Me and 3J on the bottom, supporting Mary, with Scooter, who is the lightest, on Mary’s shoulders,” said Carlos. “We saw those guys at the Old West Days do it, remember?”

“We can’t do that,” said Mary. “Those guys were pros. We were lucky to get Scooter high enough to poke a hole in the ceiling.”

“She’s right, Carlos. We need to think of some other way.” I sat on a small boulder. “What would Kemo Kelly do? What would Kemo Kelly have seen that could help here?”

“Honestly, Scooter. Do I have to tell you again? Kemo Kelly is a TV show. This is for real. Now that there’s a hole up there, maybe someone will hear us if we shout.” Mary looked at the others for support.

“I don’t think there’s anyone around here for miles,” said 3J. “Carlos and I ride around these parts a lot, and never see anyone.”

“Maybe there is something around here we can use. Like a ladder, or some long timbers that may have been used in the mine.” Carlos picked up a candle and started to look for anything that might help.

“Carlos,” I said. “You’re a genius. I know where we can find something that may help us.”

“Where?” said Carlos.

"Back where we found the candles and rope and stuff. There were a couple of crates. If we drag them here, stack them on top of each other, that may be enough for us to crawl out.

“Mary, you and 3J can stay here while Carlos and I go back for the crates,” I said. “That is unless you want to visit your bat and rat friends again.”

“We’ll stay here, thank you,” Mary replied.

Scooter handed Carlos a candle and took the other one. “You guys don’t need the candles now that there is some daylight. We’ll be back as soon as we can.”


# # # # #

“These crates are a little more rickety than I thought,” I said. “I hope they can hold our weight.”

I placed one crate on end directly under the hole in the ceiling of the tunnel. With Carlos’ help, the second crate was placed on top of the first.

“Pretty wobbly,” said Mary. “I don’t think this is going to work.”

“Sure it will.” I crossed my fingers for the others to see. “Think positive.”

“How are we going to do this?” said 3J.

“If Carlos and Mary support the crates, then I can climb on 3J’s shoulders to the top of the second crate. Once I’m up, one of you hand me the walking stick.” I leaned the stick against the stacked crates.

It took several tries, but I finally stood on the top of the stacked crates, weaving slightly back and forth. “Hand me the walking stick,” I said.

Without looking down, I reached until I felt the stick in my hand. Carefully, I raised the stick over my head. I slid one end out the escape hole. Pushing the stick until the other end cleared the hole, I lifted, shoved, then heaved the heavy walking stick so that it was outside the hole. I centered the stick so it crossed the middle of the hole to give me something to grab.

“Okay, here we go,” I said. “I hope I can do this.”

I bent my legs slightly, then pushed off hard. The top crate splintered and came to the ground in pieces.

I grabbed onto the walking stick and slowly pulled myself up until I was able to get my arms through the opening and crawl out.

“Yes!” I yelled. “I’m out!”

“Great,” said Mary looking at the pile of splinters on the floor of the mineshaft, “but how do we get out?”







Chapter 38: Paint Helps

“Wow, that was tough.” I laid on my stomach looking down into the mineshaft. “I didn’t think I was going to make it.”

“Yeah, but how about us?” Mary yelled up to me.

I stared down at the mineshaft below. There was no way the crates could help the others. What to do, I wondered. What would Kemo Kelly do? I lay still for a few minutes, thinking.

I shouted down the hole, “I’ve got it. Be back in about fifteen minutes.”

I took one last look down the mineshaft. I stood, studied the landscape, and began mentally tracing my route back to the mine entrance. No indication of a mine being below me, I thought. No wonder people don’t know about mine locations. I listened. There wasn’t a sound. I felt a slight breeze, and an eagle soared above in the clear blue cloudless sky. So peaceful, yet someone purposely trapped us in that mine. Why, I wondered. Someone didn’t want this investigation to continue.

I moved across the long, dry grass. I saw no trace of life except for a prairie dog running through the grass before disappearing down a hole. Was I headed in the right direction? Sense of direction—not my strongest skill. I paused to remember the turns and twists of the mine below. It was mostly right turns, I thought, so if I were doing this correctly, I should be angling to the left.

But how far? In the mine it seemed like miles, but it probably wasn’t. A sound. What was that noise? I cupped my hands around my ears. I smiled as I started to jog toward the welcome sound.

Paint neighed, as she moved her head up and down.

I untied Paint from a tree branch. As if the horses could understand, I said, “We’ll be back for you in a little while.”

I mounted my spotted horse and headed back to the mine opening.

Once there, I shouted down the hole for the rope I had found. 3J tossed the rope, but it missed the opening and fell back.

“Here, let me try,” said Mary.

Coiling the rope, she pitched the rope perfectly through the opening.

“Atta girl!” 3J enthusiastically yelled.

“Who wants to be the first one out?” Scooter asked.

“Go ahead, Carlos,” said Mary. “But there’s no way I’m going to be down here by myself, so I go next.” She turned to 3J. “So, guess who gets to be last?”

Carlos tied one end of the rope under his arms.

“Be careful as you reach the top not to get your hands between the rope and the cave,” said Mary.

I tied the other end of the rope to Paint’s saddle horn. With Paint’s help, I was able to pull Carlos, Mary, and 3J from the mine.

As we headed back to the horses, I said, “We definitely found the Old Irish Mine. Now we need to find Prospectors Canyon.”

“Are you nuts or something?” said Mary. “We were trapped, someone may be trying to kill us, and you want to look for Prospectors Canyon?”

“We’re almost there. We can’t let some goof ball scare us off. Come on. We know it’s somewhere south of the mine. There’s no better time to go than now.” I looked at my sister. She was the swing vote with this question.

“Okay, okay, which way is south?” sighed Mary. “Anyone have a compass?”

3J and Carlos shook their heads.

“I don’t have one, but I know how to tell direction,” said 3J. “Find me a small straight twig.”

3J removed the watch from his wrist and placed it flat on the ground. Carlos handed him a straight twig.

“I learned this in Scouts. First you put the twig vertically at the tip of the hour hand, like this. Then turn the watch until the shadow of the twig falls exactly along the hour hand. Due South is a line that bisects the angle between twelve and the hour hand. So that way is south,” 3J pointed.

“But what if we needed to know East or West?” asked Carlos.

“If you know one direction, you can figure out the others,” replied 3J.

“Let’s get going,” I said. “I’m anxious to find Prospectors Canyon.”





Chapter 39: Prospector Canyon

“Well, I guess this should prove if you’re bonkers or not,” Mary said as she rode along side of me.

After riding thirty minutes through rolling hills peppered with stones and rocks, flowing dry golden grass, and mangy pine trees, I stopped and asked 3J if we were headed in the right direction. There wasn’t a path or trail. Large black birds circled lazily in the clear, blue sky. The afternoon sun warmed the day.

“We’re still headed in the right direction.” 3J climbed back into his saddle.

“Do you have any idea how much farther?” asked Carlos. “3J and I have ridden in this area before and we never even heard of Prospectors Canyon.”

“Where did you get the directions?” asked 3J.

“Yeah,” chimed in Mary, taunting me. “Where did you get the directions?”

“Just trust me on this.” I looked at my watch. “It shouldn’t be too much longer.”

It had been over an hour since we found the Old Irish Mine, or what we thought was the Old Irish Mine. The horses climbed the moderate grade of a long hill. We all sat easy in our saddles, looking in the distance for our objective.

“All I see is sky, hills, trees, and rocks,” grumbled Carlos. “Scooter, do you have any idea what you’re doing?”

“I’m starving. It’s almost two o’clock and we haven’t had lunch yet,” said Mary.

“What do you guys think?” I asked, trying to be very agreeable.

“It doesn’t matter to me,” said Carlos.

“I’m with Mary on this one,” said 3J. “The horses could use a break, too.”

“Okay, maybe the top of this next hill,” I said.

“I hope Mrs. Miller packed something good to eat,” 3J laughed. “If it wouldn’t offend one of our four legged friends, I’d say I’m hungry enough to eat a horse.”

“Yes, I must admit, I’m getting a little hun—” I stopped mid-word. I pointed from the crest of the hill towards a plateau. The top was flat as a pancake, but with steep cliffs from a valley below. “Look, that has to be it. We’ve found it. You guys go ahead and eat. Paint and I are going down to Prospectors Canyon. I can’t wait to get down there.” I nudged my horse in the ribs with the heels of my shoes. “Gitty up, Paint.”





Chapter 40: Inspecting Prospector Canyon

The canyon wasn’t what I expected. On the top, the land looked as if a giant road grader had smoothed the surface. The mesa was as flat as a table top, but with a deep zigzag cut through the center. I thought it would be larger, and higher, with one huge cave to search. But the cliffs were only about thirty feet high and extended the length of a football field. No wonder this wasn’t a well know landmark, I thought.

Scattered through the jagged cliffs, a few small pines struggled for life, stretching toward the sky. A narrow canyon trail, only wide enough for a single horse drawn-wagon, separated the facing cliffs. I rode around large boulders to the far end of the canyon, where the trail forked. I could see a number of small caves and shelters carved into the cliffs. Oak trees and dry grass blew in the gentle breeze on the mesa above.

Other than the sound of Paint chomping at the grass, it was silent. No birds calling, no critters bustling about, not even Mary, Carlos, and 3J could be heard. The stillness sent shivers down my spine. How deserted it seemed and how isolated it must have been eighty-two years ago when the Faceless Bandit met up with the sheriff.

I shook my head. What would Kemo Kelley do now? I pulled an index card from my hip pocket, along with a pencil, and sketched Prospectors Canyon. My artwork wouldn’t win a prize, especially with my horse moving about. The mesa where my sister and friends waited overlooked the canyon, but the tall narrow cliffs hid them from my view.

I remembered that the robbery was somewhere west of Prospectors Canyon. I slid from the saddle, searched out the direct sunlight to figure out which direction was west. Leading Paint by the reins, I walked past large boulders. I stopped to sketch the massive rocks, adding them to my drawing then continued farther west.

Kemo Kelley tries to think like he’s the suspect, I remembered. ‘What would I do if I were on the run?’ Kemo would mutter, then nod his head and say to himself, ‘It’s just logical.’

I stared down the eastward path. I climbed back on my horse, sat as tall in the saddle as I could, and surveyed the area. I rode the short way, down the westward path, to the fork in the trail. The Faceless Bandit must have traveled this way, then turned into the canyon, I guessed. I turned so I could travel the same direction as I reasoned the Faceless Bandit rode.

If I were the Faceless Bandit, I imagined, and I knew the sheriff was in close pursuit, what would I do? First, I would want to be able to see the sheriff before he sees me.

Enormous boulders stood on both sides of the trail. Straight ahead and to the left was Prospectors Canyon. The boulders blocked the view of the canyon’s southern entrance. I rode slowly, passing the last large boulder. Turning north into Prospectors Canyon, I stopped. On the left, a few yards away, I found a cave entrance, easily accessible from the canyon’s curved trail.

Second, I would want the sheriff to think I was still on horseback. If I were the bandit, I would get off my horse, slap it, and have it gallop out of sight, and then hide in that cave.

I climbed off my horse, led it behind the boulders to a grassy area, and tied it to a nearby tree branch. I took the flashlight from my saddlebag and started up the incline to the cave entrance. Hopefully there’s still some life in these batteries, I thought.

As I studied the surroundings, I remembered what 3J said—there are bats, snakes, and spiders in some of the caves, cliff crevices, and old mines around here. Not a comfortable idea. Of course, I already knew about the bats.

The forked trail I’d just traveled on was no longer visible. Only Superman can see through corners of solid rock, I reasoned. The sheriff was not Superman. It was not a difficult climb, maybe ten feet. The entry to the cave provided natural protection from anyone approaching from the south. The element of surprise would certainly be on the side of the Faceless Bandit, especially if the sheriff thought he was still on horseback.

The entrance was tall enough for me to stand straight. The cave was deeper than it appeared from the ground. The deeper I went into the cave, the cooler and damper it became. I kept moving back cautiously, not yet using the flashlight to save the batteries.

I began thinking of the verse William had told me… What was it?

’Star Light… Star Bright…

Fallen star come in to sight…

Lost by one in an awful fight…

Find the star to set things right.’

I moved back slowly. The cave was getting darker. This was not what I had imagined. I had hoped finding Prospectors Canyon would be the hard part, and then whatever clue I was supposed to find would drop in my lap. Apparently, that was not going to happen. I could use a little help. Where were Mary, Carlos, and 3J, I wondered?

I was becoming irritated with their absence when I heard horse hoofs.

I smiled and moved to the front of the cave to let them know where I was. This is the cave I would have selected if I had been the Faceless Bandit. There was probably a dozen or more caves in this canyon.

The pounding hoofs came closer. Strange, I thought, that they would be riding so fast. I moved to the entrance of the cave.

I was surprised that the sound was coming from the opposite direction than I expected. Was there another trail into the canyon?

A single horse rounded the curve into Prospectors Canyon. I pulled back, pressing against the cave’s wall and watched Fletcher Tibbs pass by.





Chapter 41: Scooter vs. a Rattlesnake

The thundering sound of horse hoofs faded down the crooked canyon trail. I watched the rider disappear from view, knowing he could be headed toward Mary, Carlos, and 3J. Where were his companions, anyway? I had been gone thirty minutes, certainly enough time for my friends to eat a sandwich and ride down into the canyon. Weren’t they curious at all? I could hardly contain myself, thinking about what possible clue might be nearby, while my goof-off friends were sitting up on the mesa, eating sandwiches, drinking water from a thermos, and joking around.

I edged back into the cave. The cool, damp air made me shiver—or could it be my innate ability to sense danger? But what danger could there be?

I briefly clicked on my flashlight. The dim beam played on the walls showing a multitude of holes and crevices. I wonder if 3J knew what he was talking about, or was he just trying to impress Mary with his spider and snake talk? The more I thought about it, however, the more I believed what 3J said, and decided not to stick my hand in the holes and crevices to find out if anything was there. Since lizards are a favorite meal of rattlesnakes, could the rattlers be far off?

What would Kemo Kelly do? Usually this thought process worked for me. Kemo always solved the case, and rarely did it take more than one episode to do so. I usually could associate a near identical situation that Kemo faced and respond in a similar fashion. But not this time. In a show last spring, Kemo confessed he was scared to death of snakes—all snakes, not just rattlesnakes. This was one more similarity between us. No, Kemo would not be of assistance on this one.

I moved back to the entry of the cave. Where were those guys? I wouldn’t wait any longer. Maybe I could find myself a pole, a strong stick to poke in the holes and crevices of the cave.

Sure enough, I found a sturdy branch, about three quarters of an inch at the top, narrowing to a half inch at the bottom, with a little ‘y’ at the end. I used the pole as I climbed back in the cave. Once inside, I moved to the side and focused my flashlight just long enough on the wall to pick and poke my stick in the holes, crevices, and cracks along the floor and walls. I wiggled the stick, cringed, and listened, moving from one hole to the next, one crevice then another, each one farther back in the dark and damp cave. No sign of any recent human activity in the cave, that was certain. No footprints or rusty cans, or charred wood that I could see. Not in this cave, anyway.

Whatever it was I was looking for wouldn’t be easily found. After all, eighty-some years had passed since the crime. Maybe this was a wild goose chase. Dad always told me I had a vivid imagination. Could this be my imagination running wild—helping a ghost prove he was innocent of a crime that happened eighty-two years ago? Mary thought so, otherwise she’d be here with me.

Carlos was going along with me because we were cousins and I was his guest. 3J simply wanted to be with Mary. This was all just a game to them.

But it was not a game to me. This was serious detective business involving a situation that changed the lives of a lot of people. It changed history. What if this had never happened, and great-great-grandfather William moved west with his family?

It would have changed me, that’s for sure. Maybe I’d be a cowboy instead of a detective. I didn’t used to believe in ghosts, but I’m a believer now—big time. That is, if this search turns up evidence. But if I don’t find anything, does that mean this ghost thing is a dream, or my imagination? Or does it mean I’m a lousy detective?

I moved farther into the cave, poking and digging with my stick. I shook my flashlight then shined the light at a gap in the floor. It was a narrow crevice and not too deep, but the dim light and the sides made it difficult to see. I rotated the light, trying to see what, if anything, was there. I noticed two tiny reflections in between some rocks. The reflections moved. I poked the stick in the opening.

I heard a noise I immediately recognized even though I’d never heard it before—a soft rattle, like a baby’s rattle, but I knew it was not a baby rattle. A chill of danger tingled my spine. I aimed the light toward the sound. Coiled, head held high, tongue lashing out between long fangs, a brownish snake with large blotches of lighter hues glared at me. I heard the soft rattle again.

I jumped back. “Holy Toledo,” I yelled. Gasping for breath, I muttered to myself, “Cool, stay cool. Back up slowly.”

As I edged back, I held the flashlight steady, focusing it on the eyes of the rattlesnake. I could tell the snake was not happy being poked at, and would appreciate it if I would disappear; if not, I may receive a nip from those fangs.

I took another step back, and as I did, the light reflected on a metal object close to the head of the snake. It was about the size of a shoe heel, but it appeared to be silver.

The snake jumped toward me. Its hiss and rattle sent the message—stay away. It seemed as if the snake was on guard duty. I thought this might be the object of my search and I wasn’t leaving without it. It would be a battle of wits, and I hoped I was smarter than a rattlesnake.

What was it 3J said about rattlesnakes? Something about leaving them alone and they will leave you alone? I thought that was it. I’d hoped that was it, because that was my plan. I’ll keep my distance and stay quiet. I turned off the dying flashlight.

My heart beat rapidly, my breath was short, but my determination didn’t wavier. Standing back from the crevice in the darkened cave, the rattler’s and my eyes locked. I didn’t move a muscle. The rattler repeatedly hissed, and then gradually settled down, but it never looked away from me.

I waited… and waited. Slowly, the rattler lowered his head to the floor of the crevice. I knew it was time to make my move. Cautiously, on tiptoes, I inched forward, the flashlight in my left hand, the stick in my right. I turned on the flickering torch and saw the metal item. There would probably only be one chance.

The snake noticed my movements and lifted its head. Quickly, I flipped the metal object out of the crevice with the branch, and onto the cave floor a short distance away from the snake.

The snake hissed and jumped. I backed away instantly. But I wanted that object. It was only a few feet away, but Mr. Rattler was even closer to it. I reached out with my stick, trying to bring the object closer to me. I moved it a few inches, but then came another angry hiss. How fast are rattlesnakes, I wondered? I hoped I could out run a snake, if it came to that.

I reached out again with my stick, and this time was able to flip the metal object away from the snake and close to my feet.

I scooped up my find, moved quickly to the front of the cave, and half slid down to the canyon trail, looking behind me to make sure the rattler wasn’t in hot pursuit. I climbed onto a bolder near the cave’s entrance and examined my find. Looking up, I saw my friends.

“Hey Scooter, there you are.” Mary waved.

“What do you want us to do?” 3J checked the canyon.

“Yeah, what’s the plan?” said Carlos.

I stood, brushed off the seat of my pants, sighed, then studied the curious trio. “No plan is necessary. I’ve solved the riddle. We can go home. I found the star that will set things right.”

“What are you talking about?” asked Mary.

“Do you remember that old poem, ‘Star light, star bright’?” I asked Mary.

“Sure, but what does that have to do with anything?”

"I… heard a slightly different version of that poem and it goes like this:

’Star Light… Star Bright…

Fallen star come in to sight…

Lost by one in an awful fight…

Find the star to set things right.’

“It’s not just a poem. It’s a riddle. It turned out that it’s not a light, as in flashlight or streetlight, its light as in not weighing much. And it’s not a star that fell from the sky, but rather a star-shaped object that some man lost.”

“What are you talking about, Scooter?” asked Mary again.

I reached in my pocket and held up the found object up. “See.” I lightly tossed the item in my hand. “It’s light and it’s star shaped.”

“What is it?” asked Carlos.

“It’s an official star-shaped badge with one point missing. On the front it says, ‘Deputy Sheriff, Appaloosa County.’ Engraved on the back is a name and date: ‘J. Glotz. 1871.’”





Chapter 42: The Town Meeting

“I think you guys stirred up a hornet’s nest,” Uncle Armando said, as he reached for the pitcher of orange juice.

He’d joined Mary, Carlos and me at the breakfast table. Mrs. Miller served scrambled eggs, hash browns, English muffins, and crisp bacon to a hungry group.

“A hornet’s nest? What do you mean, Dad?” said Carlos.

“I mean finding that old Deputy Sheriff badge. That’s all everyone in town is talking about. Why, you’d think this was the most important discovery in the world. I must have had a hundred phone calls already. Everyone is excited, but not in the same way. Some think it is a significant find, a piece of important evidence, and others just think it was like stumbling onto anything else from the old days. Interesting, but no more than that.” Uncle Armando slathered an English muffin with butter and strawberry jam.

“Who wouldn’t think it was evidence?” I asked.

“George Glotz, for one,” replied Uncle Armando. “He says finding that badge in the cave means absolutely nothing.”

“How does he explain it being in the cave?” I asked.

“He says it could have been brought in by a bird or squirrel or something that picked it up off the trail.”

“I would think he would be more interested than anyone. His relative’s name is on the back of it. What about Dr. Jones? Isn’t he the one who decides if it is evidence enough to reopen a case?” asked Mary.

“Yes. But usually there is consideration for families involved. Especially in a situation like this when the death was so long ago. Often families don’t like the past of their loved ones disturbed,” said Uncle Armando.

“Are there family members of Sheriff Dell still living around here?” asked Mary.

“I don’t know,” said Uncle Armando. “We have scheduled a town meeting to discuss this situation. It’s probably going to be a wild one. I can hardly wait for the fun to begin.”


# # # # #

Mary, Carlos, and I rode our bikes to the meeting. We parked them near the entry to the building. The high school gym was as packed like it must have been when the New Dry Gulch Miners played the Howling Springs Warriors for the conference championship. The only thing missing were the two teams and the cheerleaders.

The room was noisy—excited voices exchanging ideas and theories as to the meaning of the found Deputy Sheriff badge. Animated conversations expressing different viewpoints, everyone seemed to have a strong opinion.

“Who’s to say it’s authentic?”

“Surely they can tell.”

“Are we to believe a ten-year-old outsider?”

“Who knows if it’s always been in that cave?”

“If it’s authentic, why wasn’t it found before now?”

BANG, BANG, BANG. Uncle Armando pounded his gavel on the podium. Gradually, the people sat and quieted down.

“Good townspeople of New Dry Gulch, thank you for coming. Tonight, we are going to discuss the badge that was found and whether it has any significance. We are not here to accuse or excuse anyone. We may not leave here tonight with any clear answers. What we do hope for is an understanding of the historical meaning of the recent discovery, and where we go from here. This is not something that citizens vote on, but since we are a small, close community, I thought it best if all those interested could hear for themselves what the situation is. Even though this matter occurred eighty-some years ago, if an injustice was done, and we can prove it, we feel obligated to seek the truth.”

“Armando.” A man stood up from the middle of the bleachers. “I’m for justice as much as anyone. If my understanding is correct, we’re involved in this because some ten-year-old kid found an old badge. That may be interesting, but for the taxpayers to pay for an investigation that makes no difference to anyone alive today is just a waste of our money. It’s that simple.” He sat down. Several citizens applauded his remarks.

A redheaded woman raised her hand.

“Yes, Jean,” Uncle Armando acknowledged the woman.

“We often hear remarks like those from Tom Lembo, and I believe he is sincere in his belief. But should there be a price on truth? Should we say that if it costs too much money, we aren’t interested? We don’t care? Would we rather not know the truth than spend some of the taxpayers’ money? I’m a taxpayer, too, and I say bravo to the ten-year-old for finding and turning in the badge. If we can learn the truth by investigating further, it’s money well spent.”

“Atta girl, Jean,” an apparent friend shouted from across the gym. Loud applause followed. Jean smiled and waved to the crowd.

“Armando, may I have the floor?” George Glotz stood erect and unsmiling.

The crowd hushed as the leading citizen cleared his throat.

“Certainly, George, go ahead.”

"I see both view points on this issue. Of course, we’re all interested in the truth. After all, this is America. Truth and the right to know are some of the basic fundamentals on which our society is based.

"However, there are elements of our community that are constantly looking back, like driving using only the rear-view mirror. These individuals want things as they were. Progress to them is a dirty word. No new roads or houses or businesses. They want to spend the taxpayer’s money to return to the days of old.

"I’m not like that. I’m also the largest taxpayer in this community. I like to look ahead, look toward the future to make New Dry Gulch a town that remembers its authentic roots, yet progresses with modern times. We need to be open to new ideas and ventures.

“Certainly, we can do better with our tax dollars than investigate a crime that took place in the 1800’s. We could spruce up the town square, make the park and recreation area nicer for our citizens, or promote tourism. Let’s look forward, not backward. Thank you.”

A murmuring of voices and light applause followed.

“Anyone else have something to say?” asked Mayor Armando Estrada.

A spry old woman stood. She brushed back her white hair that was fixed in a bun.

“Yes, madam,” said Uncle Armando. “Would you please identify yourself?”

"My name is Sarah Rutherford. I’m eighty-five years old and the granddaughter of Sheriff Jesse Dell. I didn’t personally know my grandfather, but he was talked about a great deal when I was growing up. My father often told me of his many deeds and the principles which lead him to be the sheriff of Appaloosa County.

"Dry Gulch was one of the few truly law-abiding towns of the day, and it was due largely to the integrity of Sheriff Dell. He played no favorites, and enforced the laws fairly, evenly, and compassionately. His honesty was never questioned and his quest for the truth had no limits.

“If Sheriff Dell could speak to you today, he would say continue the investigation until you’re satisfied justice has been served.”

The crowd burst into applause not only for the speech, but for the woman’s spunkiness.

“Sheriff Duncan, would you like to add anything?” asked the Mayor.

The sheriff stood and faced the assembled audience. “As you may or may not know, there is no statute of limitations on the charge of murder. I feel we would be negligent in our duties if, based on this new information, we did not continue with this investigation, and that is exactly what we are going to do.”

“Thank you, Sheriff. The meeting is adjourned.” Uncle Armando banged the gavel.

Mary, Carlos, and I waved to Uncle Armando and hurried outside to retrieve our bikes.

“Hey, what’s this?” I removed a rubber band that held a paper to the handlebar. “It’s some sort of notice or something.”

“Probably an advertisement,” offered Mary.

“No. This is no advertisement.” I looked around, then read the note aloud. “Mind your own business, kid, or you’ll wind up in Boot Hill.”







Chapter 43: “Barthinius… Beware”

Several days later, Dr. Jones climbed into Uncle Armando’s red Jeep wagon. Mary, Carlos, and I sat in the back seat.

“Well, Doc, are you ready to go?” asked Uncle Armando.

“I think we’re all set. Sheriff Duncan will have some of his deputies at the Dry Gulch cemetery meet us. They’ll do the actual digging. We need to make sure they don’t damage anything that could be important in the investigation.” The coroner leaned back in his seat and said, “Let’s go.”

“You want to stop for coffee?” Uncle Armando asked.

“No thanks, I had three cups with breakfast,” replied Dr. Jones.

We headed southwest on state highway 49. The early sun showed through the back window of the Jeep and warmed the back of our heads.

“Scooter, do you think you can find Sheriff Dell’s grave again?” asked Dr. Jones.

“Sure, I know exactly where it is. I can find it in a second.”

“Dad, how do we get there in a truck?” asked Carlos.

“The old dirt road to Dry Gulch was washed out years ago and never repaired. Of course, there was no need to since the town was abandoned. But we can follow the old route, and with four-wheel drive, we can get there.”

Dit-do, dit-do, dit-do. The truck’s turn signals warned of the upcoming turn. Uncle Armando reached down to shift the Jeep into four-wheel drive. “Here’s our turn off. Hang on. It’s going to be a rough ride from here on out.”


# # # # #

The truck ride was almost as much fun as the scary rides at the Old West Days. All Mary, Carlos, and I could see was the bright blue sky as the nose of the Uncle Armando’s Jeep pointed upward, the tires spinning on loose rocks. Our backs pressed hard against the seat as the vehicle slid and climbed precariously to the crest of a hill. A big bump knocked my Chicago Cubs baseball cap to the floor of the truck.

I picked it up and turned it around so the visor faced forward. I looked through the dust-covered windshield. A shiver went up my back as the truck engine roared and the vehicle skidded sideways before regaining its footing and continuing the ascent.

All trace of the road gone, the truck bounded over rocks and scrub pines on its mission to the top. It was a different approach from our previous visits, but there was no question in my mind—we were headed for the Hanging Tree.

Uncle Armando stopped the truck on a level area at the top of the hill. All four doors opened and the group spilled out.

“Dad, was that really the ‘Hanging Tree?’” asked Carlos.

“Yep, it sure was, son.”

“Do you think the tree is haunted?” Carlos looked up at the tree.

“No. That was the story when I was a kid, too. Some folks think there’s something to it. Personally, I don’t believe in ghosts. Now, your mother, that’s a different story. She claimed the tree actually talked to her. She could never convince me, though.”

I looked at Mary, my eyes wide. Was there something to this haunted tree legend?

“How about you, Dr. Jones?” asked Mary. “Do you think the ‘Hanging Tree’ is haunted?”

The doctor smiled and shook his head. “I’m a scientist. I need scientific proof before I believe anything.”

Everyone moved away from the tree except me. The others stood at the top of the hill and looked down at the ghost town of Dry Gulch. I walked closer to the tree, feeling a little nervous about being there. Uncle Armando’s and Dr. Jones’ comments made me feel silly thinking the tree could talk to me, or send me messages, or whatever it was doing, but now I had learned that Carlos’ mother, who was my dad’s sister, had similar experiences. She had been a Kane, too.

“Ready to go, guys?” asked Uncle Armando. “Let’s roll. The sheriff and some of his people are already down there. Are you coming, Scooter?”

“Go ahead. I’ll be right there,” I said.

I smiled to myself as I observed the tree. It’s not just a tree. I chuckled and touched the tree trunk. I turned to follow the others to Boot Hill.

I heard a rustling of tree leaves. I stopped and turned toward the tree.

“Barthinius… Barthinius… Beware… Be strong… Be firm.”







Chapter 44: Mysterious Wind

Sheriff Duncan and the three deputies were gathered at Boot Hill. George Glotz, his son Joe, Fletcher Tibbs, the county clerk and local historian, and four county maintenance men leaned on shovels, waiting for direction.

“Fletcher,” Sheriff Duncan said, “where is the grave of Sheriff Dell?”

“Over here.”

“This gravesite is either fresh, or it has been dug up recently,” said Sheriff Duncan.

Joe Glotz and Fletcher exchanged glances.

“Oh, I doubt that,” said the county clerk as he moved the dirt around with his boot. “There haven’t been any new graves in this cemetery since the town burned down more than fifty years ago.”

“I’d say this grave’s been tampered with recently.” The sheriff turned to his deputies and said, “Check around to see if any of the other graves look this way. Maybe we’re dealing with grave robbers.”

“Sheriff Duncan.” I was trying to get his attention. “Sheriff Duncan.”

“Not now, son, I’m busy.”

“But, Sheriff…” I tried again.

“Leave him alone for now,” said Uncle Armando, putting his arm around my shoulders. “You’ve done your part. Now it’s up to the sheriff.”

“But, Uncle Armando, that’s the wrong grave.”

“Fletcher knows the history here. I doubt if he would make that mistake.”

“Let me show you.” I grabbed Uncle Armando’s hand and pulled him toward another gravesite.

“Armando,” called the sheriff, “can you come here a minute?”

“Sure, Matt. Excuse me, Scooter.”

“Dr. Jones,” I began. “Would you please…”

“Sorry, Scooter. I need to assist the sheriff.”

“But, it’s the wrong…” I looked up the hill. The Oak tree was swinging around like a cowboy twirling a lasso. Slow graceful swirls. I looked at the group. No one seemed to notice.

Even though I didn’t feel the wind, an apparent gust lifted the sheriff’s hat right off his head and carried it across the graveyard.

“That was quite a gust of wind.” The sheriff set off to retrieve his hat.

“I didn’t feel any wind, Matt,” commented Armando.

“Me either,” said Dr. Jones.

“Well, I did,” Matt Duncan mumbled as he chased across the graveyard, then stooped down to grab his hat. It was resting on a grave marker. He pulled out his handkerchief, wiped his eyes, and mopped his brow. He stared at the marker and let out a low whistle. “Hey Doc. I think you better take a look at this.”

The coroner came over, squatted by the sheriff, and read aloud, “Sheriff Jesse Dell, 1835–1873, Murdered in the line of duty.”

The others trudged over to the sheriff and Dr. Jones.

“That can’t be right,” said George Glotz. “Fletcher said Sheriff Dell’s grave was over there.” He glared at the county clerk.

The county clerk looked as if he’d seen a ghost. “But… but… Sheriff Dell’s marker was on that other gravesite three days ago. I know… ah… well, I know because I… ah… checked.”

“It’s not there now. It looks like we will be digging up two graves today. Luke, you and John start on this one, and Fred and Rusty, you take the second one. Don’t commingle the remains.”





Chapter 45: You’re Not Done

Mary, Carlos, Armando, Dr. Jones, and I plodded up the hill to Armando’s truck.

“When will you start the examination?” asked Armando.

“Probably this afternoon. We should know something in the next couple of days.”

“I wonder how the county clerk became confused over the gravesites. He seemed so sure of the location. Said he saw the marker only three days ago.” Armando scratched his head. “He must have been disoriented. The two locations were in opposite corners of the cemetery, so he just got mixed up.”

Why would the county clerk have been there three days ago? I wondered.

“That was a lucky break when the wind took the sheriff’s hat,” said the coroner. “Otherwise, we would have definitely dug up the wrong grave.”

As we reached the top of the hill and the hanging tree, I stayed back while the others continued toward the Jeep.

I touched the trunk of the tree. “Did you have anything to do with the gust of wind down there?” Scooter whispered.

“Ho-ho-ho… Why, Barthinius… you’re starting to believe in me, aren’t you?”

“Yeah, I am. Did you switch back the grave markers?”

“If not, the evidence would have been destroyed… You’re not done, Barthinius… I can’t yet rest in peace… You have to prove who shot Sheriff Dell.”

“I think I know,” I said.

“But you must be able to prove it to the community… You are a good detective…. Barthinius… I’m proud of you…”

“Thanks,” I said.

“What?” Uncle Armando startled me with his sudden appearance.

“Oh,” I said, “I said thanks. Thanks for bringing me along today.”

I patted the trunk of the tree and sauntered over to the truck. A sudden breeze lifted my baseball cap and spun it around.





Chapter 46: Faceless Bandit Revealed

More citizens, intrigued by the new findings, attended the second town meeting at the high school gym the following week. To accommodate the crowd, extra chairs had to be set up. Even so, there was standing room only.

Uniformed deputies greeted the local citizens and encouraged them to find seats. The evening meeting was supposed to start at seven-thirty, but with the excitement and large crowd, it was eight o’clock before Uncle Armando banged the gavel and brought the meeting to order.

“Ladies and Gentlemen of New Dry Gulch, may I have your attention please. We all know why we’re here. If you don’t, you must have been sleeping for the last week.”

The audience broke into laughter, breaking the tension of the moment.

Uncle Armando continued, “But in case you don’t know all the details, let me bring you up to date. Back in 1873, a very popular sheriff of Appaloosa County was shot and killed, probably ambushed by a man known as the ‘Faceless Bandit.’ The sheriff was Jesse Dell. Two days later, William Kayne, a stranger in Dry Gulch, was arrested, tried, convicted, and executed at the old Hanging Tree. Some believe to this day the Hanging Tree is haunted by his spirit.”

Some in the audience nodded their heads in agreement while others snickered. One man wearing a bright red work shirt shook his head and laughed so hard he almost fell off his chair.

Uncle Armando continued, "William Kayne maintained at that time he was innocent of the crime, and stated to the assembled witnesses, ‘My presence will haunt this town until my name is cleared.’

“The sentence was carried out, and there were no more robberies attributed to the ‘Faceless Bandit.’” Uncle Armando stopped, reached for a glass of water, then continued, "From his jail cell, William Kayne wrote a letter to his wife who lived back east. In that letter, he professed his innocence and stated he knew who the guilty party was. Because the deputy sheriff screened the mail, William did not name his suspect. The letter was apparently never mailed, and only recently discovered.

"We all know that many convicted criminals maintain their innocence, and the letter alone didn’t prove that William was innocent, but it did raise the question. William Kayne had never been in trouble with the law before and the only evidence they had was the mask found in his saddlebag. But the townspeople wanted quick justice and the hanging took place the same day of his conviction.

"The case was forgotten until this summer, when my nephew, Scooter Kane, and his sister Mary, came to visit. They were curious and persistent in learning about their great-great-grandfather and my wife’s great-grandfather.

"By now, you’ve all heard about Scooter finding the Deputy Sheriff badge with the Glotz name engraved on the back. I sometimes think the kid has supernatural powers. How he found that badge in a cave where apparently the shooting of Sheriff Dell took place is beyond comprehension.

“Now, I’m going to turn the microphone over to Sheriff Duncan and then to Dr. Jones.”

Dressed in a freshly pressed khaki uniform, the Appaloosa County Sheriff moved to the front of the platform and took the hand-held microphone from the mayor.

"Four days ago, the Sheriff’s Department, along with Dr. Jones, our coroner, the mayor, and several others took four-wheel drive vehicles to the abandoned cemetery of Dry Gulch. Our purpose was to determine if the grave of Sheriff Jesse Dell could be located. We examined two sites, as there was some question as to the correct one.

“We were looking for answers to two questions: First, could we satisfactorily identify the remains as those of Sheriff Dell? And second, would the fatal bullet be among the remains? The answer to both those questions is yes.”

The tall, burly sheriff stopped, reached into his pocket, and pulled out a shiny, silver object. "From one of the gravesites we recovered this badge belonging to Sheriff Jesse Dell. On the front it reads ‘Sheriff Appaloosa County’ and on the back is engraved ‘J. Dell.’ It’s of the same style as the badge found by Scooter Kane in a cave at Prospectors Canyon, engraved with ‘Glotz.’ So, there is no question that this badge was the official badge worn by Sheriff Dell.

“Now, as far as the fatal bullet is concerned. Not only did we find a bullet, we found three slugs with the remains. To explain further, here is Dr. Jones.”

“Thank you, Matt,” began the coroner. “As the sheriff stated, we recovered three bullets and determined they were from two different guns. After all this time, it’s impossible to determine which bullet was the fatal one. However, I conducted a ballistics examination and can tell you with one hundred percent certainty that none of the three bullets were fired by William Kayne.”

The audience gasped. Uncle Armando had to bang his gavel several times to bring the meeting back to order.

“Sheriff Duncan has more details about this.” Dr. Jones returned to his seat.

“As most of you know,” the sheriff began, "we have an annual old time shooting contest every year at the Old Wild West Festival. One of the regular participants is our own mayor, Armando Estrada. Armando’s antique gun belonged to William Kayne, and by comparing the bullets found in the Dry Gulch cemetery with those fired from William Kayne’s gun, we could determine that William Kayne was not guilty of the crime of which he was charged.

“I have begun the process with our County Attorney to have the records changed to reverse the decision and officially declare that William Kayne is innocent of all charges.”

The stunned audience stared at the sheriff.

“And there is something else that should be said here,” continued the sheriff. “If it were not for Scooter and Mary Kane, my son Carlos, and 3J Johnson, this never would have been discovered. Can we get these four persistent young people to come forward?”

The crowd erupted in wild cheers, whistles, and applause.

Mary, Carlos, 3J, and I approached Sheriff Duncan. One by one, the audience stood, continuing their applause. Sheriff Duncan and Dr. Jones came over to shake our hands. Uncle Armando hugged each of us.

“To these four young people,” the sheriff stated as the crowd quieted, “I say thank you. Thank you for your persistence, your intelligence, and for reminding all of us in New Dry Gulch of the importance of seeking the truth no matter how long it takes.”

The crowd applauded.

“Sheriff Duncan,” a voice from the rear of the room shouted. “Sheriff Duncan, may I say a few words?”

The sheriff looked over the heads of the crowd and acknowledged the man.

“Certainly, George. Why don’t you come forward and use the microphone?”

George Glotz walked to the front of the gym. The audience was suddenly quiet. He climbed on the speaker’s platform, took the microphone from the sheriff, and stared at the audience.

“I am proud,” he said. "Proud of these children and of this town. I am proud of the officials you have before you and the job they have done and are doing to make our community what it is. I have a lot to be proud of, but there is something of which I am not very proud.

“That something has to do with why we are all gathered here tonight and with events that took place eighty-two years ago. You see, what Sheriff Duncan and Dr. Jones did not tell you was that one of the bullets found with the remains of Sheriff Dell came from my great-grandfather’s gun, Deputy Jeremiah Glotz.”

The audience gasped. People turned to one another and mumbled in numbed disbelief.

“It appears that my great-grandfather was not only involved in the shooting of Sheriff Dell, and the arrest, conviction, and execution of William Kayne, he was, in fact, ‘the Faceless Bandit.’”

The audience was stunned. Murmurs ran through the crowd.

“There is another thing I’m not proud of.” George Glotz paced across the speaking platform. "I’m not proud of the way I handled this situation from the beginning. I’m not proud of the way I tried to stop the investigation. At the last town meeting, I boasted that I was the community’s largest taxpayer and implied that my feelings were worth more than anyone else’s. For this I apologize. I apologize to you, Sheriff Duncan, and to you, Mayor Estrada, and to you, the good citizens of New Dry Gulch.

"This community has been good to the Glotz family, but it now appears the Glotz Family’s good fortune was accomplished at the expense of William Kayne’s life. While we cannot rewrite history, we can try to correct mistakes made in the past and make sure future generations know the true story of what happened, one July week in1873, in an old gold mining town known as Dry Gulch, California.

“Mayor Estrada, Town Council Members, and citizens. I have a proposal to make. The Glotz family property surrounds the town square and park. We would like to donate enough land to double the park size. Also, I think it only appropriate that the new park be named the ‘William Kayne Memorial Park’ with a statue of William Kayne. The Glotz family will cover all the costs incurred.”

Cheers and whistles came from the audience.

“Furthermore,” continued George Glotz, “I suggest a plaque be placed in the square telling the story of how an eighty-two-year-old mystery was solved because of the dedication of four young people—Scooter Kane, Mary Kane, Carlos Estrada, and 3J Johnson.”

The audience applauded their approval.

Mayor Armando Estrada looked at the members of the town council seated in the front row. Each nodded.

“Mr. Glotz,” the mayor said, “on behalf of the town of New Dry Gulch, we accept your kind offer.”

Uncle Armando and the Town Council members shook George Glotz’s hand.

“This meeting is adjourned,” Armando shouted as he banged the gavel.

As the crowd began to file out of the meeting, Sheriff Duncan walked up to Armando and said, “Why don’t we meet in your office tomorrow. I think there are a few things we need to go over with the kids in order to wrap some lose ends.”

“Sure thing, Sheriff.”





Chapter 47: Scooter Talks

On the balcony outside Uncle Armando’s insurance office, Mary, Carlos, 3J, and I sat with Uncle Armando and Sheriff Duncan. The overhanging roof blocked the late morning sun.

“Scooter, you and Mary leave for Iowa in a couple of days, I understand. You two, along with the rest of us, had quite an adventure during your stay.” The sheriff took a sip of coffee and placed the oversized mug on the table.

“We won’t have any trouble writing something interesting about our summer vacation,” Mary laughed. “That’s always the first assignment when school starts.”

“You kids proved William Kayne innocent and that he was not the Faceless Bandit, but I’m still confused about the moving of the headstones in the old cemetery.” Uncle Armando said and looked at the sheriff.

“Why don’t you explain it to him, Scooter?” said the sheriff.

“Okay,” I chuckled as I recalled that evening. “I wondered who the guy was that night we were camping out, and what he was doing there. I didn’t think he had anything to do with our great-great-grandfather. And in a way, he didn’t. The reason he was there was because he knew some of the gold and silver coins stolen by the Faceless Bandit were still buried under Sheriff Dell’s grave.”

I leaned forward, elbows on the table, and continued. “When Deputy Jeremiah Glotz buried Sheriff Dell, he also buried some of the loot the Faceless Bandit stole. Jeremiah was the Faceless Bandit. He was smart enough not to rob any more businesses after William was convicted, and he used part of the stolen loot to start what is now the Glotz Grocery and Mercantile store.”

“But how about the other bullet found with Sheriff Dell’s remains? Didn’t the ballistics show there were bullets from two different guns?” Mary looked at Sheriff Duncan.

“It turns out there were actually two Faceless Bandits who worked as partners. One we now know was Jeremiah Glotz. His partner was Zeke Tibbs, the great-grandfather of our county clerk, Fletcher Tibbs.”

Sheriff Duncan paused. He checked his watch, then continued, “After William Kayne was hanged, Jeremiah quit his lawless activity and tried to become a respectable citizen of Dry Gulch. But he had a secret, and only one other person knew about his past. That person was Zeke. Zeke blackmailed Jeremiah for the remaining loot hidden under the grave of Sheriff Dell.”

“But who was the man in the cemetery?” asked 3J.

“That was Fletcher Tibbs, the county clerk and coin collector,” I said. “Fletcher figured out, or somehow learned where the loot was hidden and removed some of the coins. But not wanting to have all his coins in one place or even two, he also used the Old Irish Mine as a hiding place. All he wanted to do in the cemetery that night was move the headstones, so if the investigation involved digging up the grave of Sheriff Dell, the buried loot wouldn’t be found. The easiest thing to do was to transfer headstones. He thought that since he was the local historian, no one would question which grave was Sheriff Dell’s.”

“The sheriff knew Fletcher had been tampering with the graves because the distinctive footprints left on the gravesite, right Sheriff?” said Mary.

Sheriff Duncan nodded. “That’s right, Mary. Fletcher tried to cover his prints the day we visited the old cemetery. And the picture you took of the footprints outside the Old Irish Mine proved he was the one who trapped you kids inside.”

“What will happen to Fletcher Tibbs?” asked Mary.

“He’ll end up spending some time in jail. He could face attempted murder as a result of trapping you kids in the mine. Additionally, dealing with stolen coins is a felony.” The sheriff paused. “The District Attorney may think up more charges as well.”

“Was there a connection between Fletcher and Joe Glotz?” Carlos asked, hoping Joe, who bullied him, was in trouble.

“Actually, the only connection was Joe’s interest in coin collections,” Sheriff Duncan stated. “And that he liked to hang out at Fletcher’s Coin Shop. But Joe feared that Fletcher might be dangerous to you kids. That’s why he sent the artistic warning.”

“Who put the note on Scooter’s bike?” 3J asked the sheriff, but it was Mary who answered.

“That was Fletcher Tibbs again. He was hoping he could scare us enough so that his secret would be safe.”

“How about Mr. Glotz? Is there any connection there?” 3J asked the sheriff.

“George suspected there may have been something shady in his great-grandfather’s past and wasn’t interested in any investigation that would verify a dishonest background. That was why he didn’t want the investigation. His worries were confirmed when Scooter and you kids solved the mystery.” Sheriff Duncan shifted in his chair. “Well, I’ve got to get back to work. You two Iowans come back to see us when you can.”

As the others filed back into Uncle Armando’s office, Mary and I stayed on the balcony.

“I noticed you left out some details about you know whoooo,” said Mary.

I looked over my shoulder to make sure we were alone. “Kemo Kelley says a good detective never tells all he knows.”





Chapter 48: Forgee

“These have been the fastest three weeks of my life.” Carlos leaned his elbows on the breakfast table. “I wish you guys could stay for the rest of the summer.”

“Me too,” said Mary. “This has been a great vacation.”

“It’s hard to believe that tomorrow we’ll be flying back to Elm City.”

“What would you guys like to do for your last full day?” asked Carlos.

“I’d like to take one more ride to Dry Gulch,” I said.

“That sounds like fun,” Mary agreed. “Let’s go get 3J.”


# # # # #

The sun warmed my back as Paint and I lead the group toward Dry Gulch.

Mary and I, now experienced riders, galloped our horses across the open meadows. At the Hanging Tree, I brought Paint to a halt.

“You guys go on. I want to stay here for a minute or so,” I said.

The others nudged their horses down the narrow trail to the ghost town of Dry Gulch.

I dismounted and moved under the giant oak tree. Sitting in the shade of the hanging tree, I smiled and patted the trunk. Even though the air was still, the tree leaves rustled. Then I heard the voice.

“Barthinius… Barthinius…” The voice grew fainter. “Barthinius… Now I can go…”

“Why? Where?” I looked up into the deep green leaves.

“It’s time… I can rest in peace at last…”

“But will I… will we ever…?”

“No…probably not… well, maybe… if you need me…”

“Will you be happy?” I asked.

“Yes…at last I can be truly happy…”

“But, I… I… I don’t even know what to call you,” I stammered, fighting to hold back the tears.

“Well… you may call me Forgee… ha, ha, ha, yes… call me Forgee… goodbye Barthinius… and thank you.”

The rustling leaves stilled. I sighted Mary, Carlos, and 3J down below. I looked back at the Hanging Tree and wiped a tear from my eye.

As I rode Paint down the hill, I kept saying, Forgee… Forgee… What kind of name is that? When I met the others, I said, “Let’s stop by Boot Hill one last time. I’d like to see William’s grave before we go home.”

At the abandoned cemetery again, I carefully stepped over the gravesites until I found William Kayne’s grave. I stared at the headstone. Mary came up beside me and read the engraving, “William Kayne, Murderer, 1849–1873.”

“Look,” said Mary, “the word ‘Murderer’ is disappearing and there’s something new being added…”

We watched as new letters magically appeared on the head stone. ‘F - O - U - N - D… T - H - E…’ The silent carving continued, then it stopped.

Her eyes closed, Mary asked, “What does it say?”

I whispered, “Found the star to make things right. R.I.P.”




# # # # #

Riding back to the stable, I thought about our adventure, a mystery that could never be completely told, or understood. Even my own sister and partner in my detective work didn’t entirely believe it and she was there. Of course, right now, all she could think about was 3J and how she was going to miss him.

“3J… 3J…” I said over and over to myself. “Hey, 3J,” I yelled. “Why did you say you’re called 3J?”

“Cause my real name is John Joshua Johnson, you know, three J’s.”

I slapped my forehead with the palm of my hand and rocked back and forth in the saddle laughing. “I got it. I got it.”

Mary, 3J, and Carlos looked at me like I was crazy.

“What’s so funny?” asked Mary.

“Let us in on the joke,” said Carlos.

“It’s nothing,” I chuckled as I dropped behind the rest of the group.

“It’s not Forgee, it’s 4G,” I whispered to myself. “Great-great-grandfather-ghost.” I looked up, smiled and muttered, “Cool name.”

A gust of wind picked up my hat, spun it around four times, and set it back on my head.

The End:





EPUB/media/FC-9781528962612.jpg
David & Michael Krumboltz





EPUB/media/file0.jpg





