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      The year was 1943. The comforting sounds of Harry James and his Orchestra floated out of a Model 40-140T Philco Radio, drifting down onto a used Model 03 Hektowriter typewriter. The typewriter sat on a messy desk that Mary Holland found acceptable; after all, the desk of a newspaper editor should never appear organized, at least not in her eyes. Running a newspaper was messy work, and a woman couldn’t expect to keep her hands clean, especially with the country at war. Stories had to be written, facts had to be dished out, headlines had to be made, and papers had to be sold—because, as Mary just now told her friend Betty, while the men were away fighting in the war, it was up to the women to keep America sailing along on smooth seas.

      “Isn’t that right?” Mary asked in a tough editor’s voice that, well, sounded just a little cheesy.

      Betty Mavery, a nervous, high-strung, paranoid woman who believed the entire world was out to get her, bobbed her head up and down as fast as she could. “Right, Mary, we women have to keep matters organized for our men.”

      Mary grinned. She had known Betty since they were small girls and loved the woman like a sister. Sure, there were times when Betty’s strange nature became a bit too much to handle, but so what? A friend was a friend no matter how kooky they were, and Betty Mavery wasn’t too far from being paid a visit from a few men wearing white coats.

      “Right,” Mary agreed, sitting down in a rickety wooden chair that creaked.

      Betty always thought Mary resembled the actress Judy Garland. Her friend had a few years on the actress, but that didn’t matter. Mary was a gorgeous woman with eyes that could melt a man with just one look and a smile more dazzling than a rare diamond. Betty, on the other hand, was broomstick-thin and had a sharp nose and a thorny face sitting under straw-like black hair, hair that was not smooth and flowy like Mary’s soft brown locks.

      “While the men are away, the girls can’t play,” Betty said, bobbing her head again and debating on whether to sit down or remain standing. She decided to remain standing. Even though she felt somewhat safe in the small, cramped office of Mr. Holland, Mary’s husband, who was currently serving in the Air Force as a pilot, she never felt comfortable enough to sit down and prop up her feet. Instead, she looked around the office, examined the cramped bookshelf, the wooden filing cabinet stuffed with files, the two brown chairs, and the white sofa sitting under a window covered over with green drapes, and tried to relax. Relaxing, however, wasn’t part of Betty’s nature.

      “William is working on Farmer Griffith’s story,” Betty said. She held up a pad of paper and a pencil and read off a note she had made. “William said Farmer Griffith believes the fire that destroyed his barn was the result of—”

      “A few kids using his barn as a clubhouse,” Mary finished, brushing a few wrinkles out of the blue and white-striped dress she’d chosen to wear for the day. “The kids accidentally knocked over a candle and the candle caught some hay on fire and whoosh!” Mary threw her hands up into the air. “Farmer Griffith’s barn goes up in blazes. I drove out to his farm earlier and talked to him.”

      “Is he mad?” Betty asked in a nervous voice.

      “Wouldn’t you be?” Mary asked. Betty nodded once again, and Mary fought back a grin. The green dress her friend was wearing made her look like a string bean who couldn’t stand still. “How is Millie coming along with the piece on the school play?”

      Betty quickly scanned her notes. “I don’t know,” she said with wide, terror-stricken eyes. “Oh my, I forgot to ask her. I’ll go find out right now!” Betty spun away from the desk and charged for the office door. Unfortunately, she didn’t get far.

      “Betty!” Mary cried as her friend tripped over her feet and dived head-first into the bookshelf sitting beside the office door. The bookshelf toppled over and landed on Betty, raining books down onto her head. “Oh, Betty.” Mary began laughing and ran over to her friend and began brushing books off her. “Are you okay?”

      Betty looked up at Mary with a confused expression that made Mary laugh even harder. “Now how did this happen?” she asked.

      “Oh, Betty,” Mary said in a loving voice, pulling her friend up out of the wreckage of books. “You poor dear.” Mary brushed her off and opened the office door. “It’s lunch, Betty. Why don’t you relax, walk down to the diner, and get yourself a piece of that apple pie you love so much.”

      “I need to ask Millie how the school play is—”

      Mary gently grabbed Betty’s shoulders. “Apple pie first and Millie last.” She smiled as she spun Betty around and sent her on her way. “Poor dear.” She laughed again and began cleaning up the mess. As she did, a man wearing a dark gray suit stuck his head into the office. Mary looked up at him. “Yes, can I help you?” she asked.

      The man stared down at Mary with eyes that sent chills down her spine. “Are you Mary Holland?” he asked, removing his fedora to reveal dark black hair above a stone face.

      “Yes, I’m Mary Holland,” Mary answered, standing up. “How can I help you…Mr.…”

      “Agent Green. Agent Vince Green with the FBI.” Agent Green flashed his identification in Mary’s face and put it away before she had a chance to examine it.

      “Okay, Mr. Green,” Mary said, throwing on her professional journalist voice, “how can I help you?”

      Agent Green listened as the Mills Brothers began singing on the radio. He didn’t like music. “There was a fire late Monday evening.”

      “That’s right,” Mary said, folding her arms. “Farmer Griffith’s barn burned down.”

      Agent Green reached into the pocket of his jacket and retrieved a pack of Lucky Strikes. He fished out a cigarette, stuffed the end into his mouth, and pulled out a pack of matches from his pants pocket. “Farmer Griffith is dead,” he said, lighting the cigarette. “He was found two hours ago.”

      Mary stared at Agent Green, barely able to believe her ears. “I spoke to Farmer Griffith just this morning,” she said in a shocked voice.

      Agent Green took a drag of his cigarette. “The man was murdered, Mrs. Holland,” he said. He methodically placed the pack of Lucky Strikes back into his jacket pocket and pulled out a piece of paper. “This note was found in the man’s right pocket.” Agent Green handed Mary the note.

      Mary walked over to her husband’s desk and turned off the radio. Then she sat down and read the note: “Mary, the kids are in danger. Help them.”

      Mary looked up at Agent Green, who walked over to one of the brown chairs and sat. He took a drag from his cigarette and waited for Mary to speak. Mary lowered her eyes and read the note again. It had been written by a man who knew he was about to die. “Oh my,” she whispered. “John, you would have to be away from your wife right now, wouldn’t you?”

      “Any idea who might have killed Farmer Griffith?” Agent Green asked Mary.

      “Who would want to kill that sweet man?” Mary snapped, upset at the news that a nice old man who rarely lost his temper was now dead. “Farmer Griffith was one of the kindest men you could ever hope to meet. Sure, he got a little upset when his barn burned down, but who wouldn’t? Why,” Mary exclaimed, “he wasn’t even going to make the parents of the boys responsible for the fire pay to have his barn rebuilt!”

      Agent Green stared at Mary and worked on his Lucky Strike. “Farmer Griffith was a well-liked citizen, then?”

      “Every single person in Pineville, Tennessee adored the man,” Mary confirmed in a sad voice. “Barney Griffith was married to Bethany Griffith for over fifty years. When Mrs. Griffith died two years ago, Farmer Griffith continued on the best way he knew how. He kept that warm smile of his intact and never let a frown touch his face.” Mary raised her eyes and looked at the FBI agent. “Agent Green, no one from Pineville killed Farmer Griffith, and that’s a fact.”

      “A man can have hidden enemies, Mrs. Holland.”

      “Not Farmer Griffith,” Mary insisted.

      Agent Green decided to focus on the note that was found on Farmer Griffith. “Why would Farmer Griffith call you out, Mrs. Holland?”

      Mary began to study on the question but then her curious mind—which oftentimes got her into deep trouble—began investigating a different question. “Say, how did you become involved in Farmer Griffith’s death?” she asked Agent Green. “Sheriff Mables wouldn’t have called the Suits over the death of a kindly old man.” Her eyes narrowed. “No, something more is at stake here…but what?”

      Agent Green stood up and walked over to the wooden desk. He shoved his cigarette down into a metal ashtray sitting next to the radio and gave Mary a serious, stern eye. “Mrs. Holland, let me make something very clear to you right here and right now. I’m here because I need answers. If you try and stick your nose in where it doesn’t belong you’ll end up in a very deep hole filled with more trouble than you can handle.”

      “How dare you threaten me! Get out of my office!” Mary exploded. She wasn’t the type of woman to back down from a fight. Of course, her husband always claimed her tendency to battle a raging bull was going to be the end of her, but so what? Mary Holland wasn’t a coward or a scaredy-cat, she was a fighter. Sure, she had a soft, sentimental side to her—and sure, Mary had to admit, she still cried at weddings—but when it came to a fight, she was ready to go toe-to-toe with whoever was issuing the threat.

      Agent Green didn’t flinch. He was hard as stone and wasn’t worried about a small-town woman who was taking her husband’s place at the newspaper while the man was away flying dangerous missions over Europe. Before the war, Mary Holland was a simple housewife who wrote community pieces for the Pineville Gazette. Now the woman was acting as if she were the top writer for the Cleveland Press.

      “Why did Farmer Griffith name you out?” he asked Mary in a demanding voice. “Mrs. Holland, don’t make this difficult on yourself.”

      “Why don’t you go ask J. Edgar Hoover?” Mary fired back. “After all, he’s the one who formed you Suits eight years ago, right? He’s the guy with all the answers, right?” Mary stood her ground. “Personally, I think the guy is a rotten skunk, and so are his little puppets on a string. Now get out of my office.”

      It was clear to Agent Green that he was now staring at a brick wall. “Mrs. Holland, we’re the good guys,” he said.

      “And frogs change into charming princes,” Mary retorted. She stood up and pointed at the office door.

      Agent Green stared at Mary a second longer and then decided to leave. He walked to the office door and then turned around. “Don’t go poking your nose where it doesn’t belong, Nancy Drew.”

      “I’m not an eighteen-year-old fictional sleuth, Agent Green. I’m the wife of John Holland,” Mary stated in a proud voice. “Now, get out!”

      Agent Green shook his head. He had expected to find a simple, weak-minded, domesticated housewife who would easily bend to his demands. Instead, he encountered a hardheaded bull that, he feared, would become problematic for his mission. “Mrs. Holland, remember my words and take them seriously,” Agent Green told Mary before he slithered out of her office.

      Mary ran to the office door and slammed it closed. “We’ll see who takes who seriously,” she said. She ran back to the desk and snatched up the 1931 Ericsson model telephone. “Hello, Heather, this is Mary down at the paper. Get me Sheriff Mables, please…What?…Oh…go easy on the salt and add a tad more sugar…You’re welcome.” Mary waited for Heather Norton, the town’s gossip and telephone operator, to track down Sheriff Mables for her.

      While Mary waited, Agent Green exited the brick building that was home to the Pineville Gazette, glanced up at a bright blue sky holding a blinding sun, and then pulled out his pack of Lucky Strikes. He casually lit another cigarette and allowed his eyes to float around and study the main street of Pineville. He spotted a black 1938 Buick Special parked across the street in front of the Family Plate Diner; the diner advertised a smiling fifteen-cent hamburger wearing a black and red paper hat standing next to a plate of smiling french fries. Harry’s Hardware Store sat to the right of the diner; the front window was crammed full of hammers, paint buckets, and wrenches. Fashionable Fashions stood to the left of the diner, sitting in a wooden building holding pretty dresses in a nicely decorated display window. Beside the dress shop stood a bakery throwing out delicious smells of cakes and pies and breads into the air. Agent Green had to admit that Pineville was a nice-looking town. The sidewalks were clean and well kept, the trees lining the street were trimmed, and the buildings were all cared for with loving hands.

      But underneath the beauty and cozy atmosphere lurked an unseen enemy. “I’ll find you,” Agent Green said as he watched a 1940 Chevy truck cruise by with a bed full of hay.

      Agent Green took a drag on his cigarette and exhaled slowly. He looked to his left and then to his right and began studying the people coming and going, walking in one store or another, going here or there, talking and waving to one another like old friends. All the women he spotted were dressed in knee-length dresses due to the fabric rations. The dresses were handmade, designed with care, and very decent. Every woman he spotted wore a pair of short gloves, mostly white, but some were blue or gray, along with cloche hats. The men he saw wore work clothes or nice business suits topped with fedoras. Not one single person looked like a deadly spy, but a spy wouldn’t be dressed in a black overcoat wearing a German hat, now would he…or she, Agent Green told himself. No, a spy would blend in with the local population in dress and speech.

      “I’ll think better on a full stomach,” Agent Green said. He crossed the street and walked into the diner. The air smelled of coffee, hamburgers, and meatloaf. “Yes, I’ll think better on a full stomach.”
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      Heather came back to Mary with an apologetic voice. “Sorry, hon, the sheriff isn’t in his office. Susie said he’s out at Farmer Griffith’s farm.”

      “The farm, huh?” Mary said and began tapping a pen against the typewriter sitting on the desk. “Okay, thanks, Heather.”

      “Say, hon,” Heather said. Then, changing her voice from apologetic to downright nosy, she asked, “What’s your nose sniffing at? I’ve known you since we were both old enough to make mud pies. I know how that mind of yours thinks. If you’re after Sheriff Mables, that tells me you’re sniffing at something very interesting.”

      “I’m not really sure yet,” Mary told her. She stopped tapping the pen. “Heather, honey, have you noticed any strangers in town?” she asked in a careful voice.

      “Oh, a stranger,” Heather said in a delicious voice that was anxious to cover the conversation with gossip-frosting.

      Mary sighed. She should have her head examined for asking the town gossip about seeing any strangers around town. “Forget I asked,” she told Heather.

      “Oh no you don’t,” Heather cornered Mary. She changed her voice into that of a woman preparing to take down notes for a new recipe. “Now, what does this stranger look like, hon?”

      “Heather,” Mary fussed, “I only asked if you have seen any strangers in town. Please don’t turn my question into a spectacle.”

      “Okay, okay,” Heather said in a defensive voice, “no need to chew my nose off.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry,” Mary apologized. The last thing in the world she wanted—or needed—to do was upset the town gossip. “Give me a ring if you spot anyone suspicious, okay?”

      “My gut thinks you know more than you’re telling your old friend,” Heather said, and Mary could hear the grin in her voice. “I’ll get to the bottom of this, you just wait and see. From this moment forward, my eyes are on duty, hon.”

      Mary rolled her eyes. She imagined Heather sneaking around town like a spy, dressed in a black overcoat, slipping into one phone booth or another and making secret calls, and then rushing off to the beauty salon to fill the ears of her fellow gossipers with scrumptious news—news void of truth, but news nonetheless. “Thanks, Heather.”

      Mary put down the phone, walked her eyes around the office, and then decided to ride out to Farmer Griffith’s farm and talk to Sheriff Mables. She grabbed her purse, rushed to the office door, and bumped right into poor Betty, who just happened to be holding a piece of blueberry pie she had brought Mary from the diner. “Oh…Betty,” Mary cried.

      Betty stumbled backward, tripped over her feet, and fell straight back onto her butt. Her hands flew up in the air and released the piece of blueberry pie, which came straight down on Betty’s head. “Oh dear,” Betty moaned, sitting like a scarecrow released from his stick pole.

      “Betty,” Mary laughed. “Oh, my dear.” Mary dropped to her knees and looked into Betty’s face, blue syrup dripping down her forehead onto her cheeks. “Are you okay?”

      “I…thought you might like a piece of pie,” Betty explained. She lifted her right hand and pointed to the piece of pie sticking to her hair. “You love blueberry pie.”

      Mary dipped her right finger into the pie and tasted it. “A little heavy on the sugar, but not bad.” She smiled and pulled Betty up to her feet. “Go wash up,” she giggled. “I’m going to drive out to Farmer Griffith’s farm.” The name of Farmer Griffith quickly pushed Mary’s smile away.

      “What’s wrong?” Betty asked, watching Mary’s beautiful smile transform into a frown.

      “Betty,” Mary said in a sad voice, “Farmer Griffith is dead.”

      Betty’s face drained of color. “De…de…dead?” she asked, and before Mary could answer her she fainted.

      “Oh dear. William,” Mary called out, and a young man with a bad limp came hurrying down the hallway wearing his usual straw hat. “Get me a glass of water.”

      William spotted Betty. “Fainted again, huh? What does this make…number four this week?”

      Mary raised her eyes and studied William. William was a good man with a good head on his shoulders, but he was also bitter due to the leg injury he suffered in a car accident. The injury had destroyed his chances of serving in any branch of the military. While most of the men were away fighting a war, he was stuck at home limping around. “Please get me a glass of water.”

      William rubbed his half-shaven face and then rubbed his hands on his white and gray-striped shirt. Even though he was only twenty-three, he felt old and used up. “Sure, Mary, right away.”

      Mary watched William limp off down the stuffy hallway and return with a paper cup full of lukewarm water. “William,” she said in a serious voice as she took the cup of water from his hand, “Farmer Griffith is dead.”

      “Dead?” William exclaimed. “Hey, did that FBI guy tell you that? Sure, why else would a Suit come into a small newspaper dive like this?” William’s face flushed with excitement. “Hey, we have a real tiger’s tail to grab onto here, Mary.”

      Mary leaned Betty’s head up and tipped the glass of water down onto the woman’s thin lips. Betty let out a loud gasp as if she were drowning, spit the water into Mary’s face, and frantically began grabbing for dry land. Mary wiped the spit water from her face and sighed. “Betty…honey…it’s okay…you fainted again.”

      Betty’s panicked eyes slowly opened. When she saw Mary staring down at her, she quit flailing her arms. “Mary?”

      “Yes, honey, it’s me.”

      Betty rotated her eyes and saw William staring at her. “Oh dear…this makes number—”

      “Four,” William answered, shaking his head. “Millie bet me you wouldn’t faint anymore this week. Looks like I just won a free lunch at the diner.”

      “Poor Millie,” Betty moaned. She lifted her hand and felt the sticky pie in her hair. And then her memory came back to her. “Farmer Griffith…dead!” she exclaimed.

      “I’m afraid so,” Mary confirmed. “William, help me get Betty to her feet.” William rolled his eyes and helped Mary. “I’m going to drive out to Farmer Griffith’s farm and talk to Sheriff Mables. In the meantime, you get cleaned up,” she told Betty, “and you,” she pointed at William, “don’t get any funny ideas about becoming a star reporter. This Agent Green fella is serious business.”

      William shoved his hands down into the pockets of the brown pants he was wearing. “Mary,” he complained, “my two brothers are away fighting the Germans. My cousin is dropping bombs from airplanes down on Berlin. And me, what am I doing? I’ll tell you what I’m doing: I’m collecting dust in this one-horse town instead of earning medals. And now we have a real show taking place before our very eyes and you want to put a horse bit into my mouth?”

      Mary patted William’s shoulder. “Hey,” she said in an understanding voice, “I said don’t get any ideas about becoming a star reporter…yet. Give me time to dig up some dirt, okay? We’re all a team. When I find out what’s going on, you’ll be the first one to write up the story.”

      William looked down at his worn shoes. “I’m only good when my backside is planted behind a typewriter.” He raised his eyes. “You’re the boss, Mary. I told you I wouldn’t give you a hard time. John hired me on at this paper after I lost the money I saved to move to Los Angeles…gambling. He took a big chance on me.”

      “That’s because my husband sees a talented reporter in you, William,” Mary explained. “We all know your leg injury has made you bitter and that’s why you gambled your moving money away. I’m aware of the story. You were anxious to plant your feet in Los Angeles and make a name for yourself. But you needed a little more money, so you went down to Old Freddie’s pool hall, slipped into the back room, and lost your money to a bunch of poker sharks. Does that about sum it up?”

      William reached over to Betty and pulled some pie crust out of her hair. “That’s the story of my life,” he said and let out a miserable laugh. “Anxious to make a name for myself and instead I lost nearly every penny stored away in my pocket.”

      “I’m glad you didn’t leave Pineville,” Betty told William. “You come from a good family. I really like your momma. Wilma cooks the best cornbread in town.”

      “That she does,” William agreed. He looked into Betty’s sweet face. “Come on, Betty. I’ll help you get cleaned up.”

      “I’m going to drive out to Farmer Griffith’s farm and chew Sheriff Mables off,” Mary told Betty and William. She snatched up her purse. “I’ll call you from the farm.”

      Mary rushed outside into the bright day. She ran to the tan 1936 Chevy Slantback parked in front of the paper and hurried into the driver’s seat. She looked around, tried to spot Agent Green, who for all she knew was hiding behind a tree, and then sped away. Twenty minutes later, she raced down a long dirt road running parallel to a lush, beautiful farm sitting under a clear blue sky.

      The farm sat on two hundred twenty acres of land. The Blue Diamond river ran straight through the farm, about seventy-five yards behind the main barn. The local kids who became bored during the summer would venture onto the farm using the river as their means of entrance and steal a watermelon or some fresh tomatoes or sneak to Tom’s Tree (the best-known fishing spot in the county) to try and catch Old Mac, the biggest brim in the state of Tennessee, or so the legend went. Farmer Griffith was usually tolerant of the daring juvenile adventures frequently dragged onto his land—after all, kids would be kids. The only problem was a group of kids decided to turn Farmer Griffith’s main barn into a kind of a secret club and had accidentally burned the barn down. A burned down barn was a lot worse than a stolen watermelon or a few missing tomatoes.

      “And now the poor man is dead,” Mary sighed as she swung her car up a long driveway. A large white farmhouse stood at the end of the driveway, nestled under a beautiful oak tree. To the right of the house stood a burned structure surrounded by fields that once held corn, watermelons, beans, and tomatoes. Now the fields were mostly bare.

      Mary spotted Sheriff Mables’ black and white sheriff’s car parked next to a black 1935 Chevy truck. She parked her car next to the truck, grabbed her purse, and stepped out into a refreshing breeze.

      “Sheriff Mables?” she called out. Her voice carried through the breeze and was tossed out into the open fields like a lonely howl. “Sheriff Mables, it’s Mary Holland from the paper!”

      Mary locked her eyes on the burned structure that was once a strong barn and studied the ruins. Her mind saw a gentle, sweet man walking into a wooden barn carrying a basket of fresh squash or tomatoes, maybe okra, whistling a simple Christian hymn while the smell of fresh hay filled his nose and the beauty of his farm filled his smile. But then Mary turned and focused on the white farmhouse. The house was silent, still—standing like a broken wooden heart in mourning over a dear friend. No longer would the sound of Farmer Griffith or his wife fill the rooms inside of the house; no longer would the smells of freshly baked biscuits and frying bacon wake up the sleepy house on cold winter mornings. The life within the house was now gone, vanished into a very sad wind that would return to torment the farm from time to time.

      “Mary?” a voice said.

      Mary spun around and saw a man in his early sixties approaching from the burned barn. “Oh, hello, Sheriff,” Mary said, startled. “I guess I let my mind wander off on me.”

      Sheriff Mables took off a brown hat, ran his arm across his forehead, and looked up at the sky. “It’s a warm one. Can’t say I’m looking forward to summer. I never was one for the heat.”

      Mary nodded. It was a well-known fact that Ben Mables could survive in the North Pole living in a straw hut. “Sheriff, a man from the FBI stopped by the paper and informed me that Farmer Griffith—”

      Sheriff Mables held up his right hand. His face was sweaty, and his eyes were upset. “Mary, I don’t need you breathing down my neck right now. Farmer Griffith was a good friend to me…a good friend to this entire community.”

      “Sheriff, I didn’t come here to chase down a story,” Mary confessed. She watched Sheriff Mables take off his hat and rub his thick gray hair and then rub the thin gray beard resting on his face. She liked Sheriff Mables and thought of the man as a father figure. Sheriff Mables was easygoing and kind. The man only barked if someone made him bark, and that was rare. Usually Sheriff Mables strolled around town, chewed the fat with the men down at Andy’s Filling Station, grabbed a grape soda at the drug store, and tended to being a nice person instead of an intimidating law figure—even though he did carry his gun and was known to have used it in the old days quite a few times. “Sheriff, the man from the FBI who came to see me is a man named Agent Green. He had a note with him.”

      Sheriff Mables nodded at the front porch. “Let’s have a sit-down, Mary.”

      Mary walked over a white front porch, climbed the stairs, and sat down in a rocking chair. Sheriff Mables sat down in the chair next to her. “Sheriff, Farmer Griffith was killed, and I intend to find out who killed him,” she confessed. “He left me a desperate message.”

      Sheriff Mables leaned back in the rocking chair where he had rested his body. “Mary,” he said in a troubled voice, “poor Farmer Griffith was killed by a bullet. Whoever killed him did so without mercy.” Sheriff Gables searched the farm with his eyes. “Agent Green and I had a few words, too,” he told Mary. “I was assuming Farmer Griffith was killed by a local…but that isn’t the case. We have a big problem on our hands, Mary…a very big problem.”
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      Mary placed her purse down on her lap and folded her hands together. She let her eyes walk out onto the land and stroll around. “Farmer Griffith took very good care of his farm. I remember being a little girl and my daddy would bring me here to pick a watermelon when the days were hot and long. Momma would come, too, but she was more interested in the tomatoes. I remember how exciting it was to go watermelon picking with my daddy. And oh,” Mary said with a broken heart, “it was always so wonderful to see Farmer Griffith’s smiling face. He would always have a piece of candy in his pocket and he would give it to me.”

      “He was a good man,” Sheriff Mables agreed. “I’m going to miss him.”

      Mary grew silent. The realization that Farmer Griffith was dead settled into her heart. She felt a tear drop from her eye. “It’s so awful,” she said in a broken voice. “Who would kill such a sweet man?”

      Sheriff Mables looked at Mary. “Mary, if that Agent Green fella chewed your ear enough to make you drive all the way out to this farm, then I have a feeling you know the answer to your question.”

      Mary looked at the white picket fence that walked around the farmhouse. “If the FBI is involved, that tells a whole plateful,” she admitted and slowly let her tears fall. “I feel so sorry for Farmer Griffith. I always thought he would die in his sleep, older than the dirt in that front yard.”

      Sheriff Mables patted Mary’s hand. “There ain’t no shame in crying. I did my share before you arrived.”

      Mary opened her purse and pulled out a pink handkerchief. She wiped at her tears. “Farmer Griffith said the kids who burned down his barn are in danger. That was the message he wrote down on the note.”

      “I wasn’t aware there was a note,” Sheriff Mables told Mary. He slowly folded his arms. “Agent Green was the man who found Farmer Griffith’s body. He used the phone inside to call me. I wasn’t in my office. I was down at the diner having coffee, but you know Heather, she can find you anywhere.”

      “I was wondering who…found Farmer Griffith,” Mary admitted. She felt her mind pull up Agent Green’s face. “Sheriff, it’s not coincidental that Agent Green just happened to come across Farmer Griffith. That man came to his farm searching for someone…or something.”

      Sheriff Mables nodded. “That’s why I haven’t left this farm and driven back to town. I stayed behind after Agent Green left and decided to look around for a bit. Agent Green kinda seemed bothered that I was going to stay behind, but he seemed more interested in being able to drive back into town. I reckon if he hasn’t come back, then that means he isn’t bothered anymore.”

      “Agent Green didn’t show you the note Farmer Griffith wrote me?”

      “No note,” Sheriff Mables confirmed. He looked at Mary. “The kids who burned down the barn are in danger?”

      “That’s what the note Farmer Griffith left me said.” Mary wiped at the last of her tears and put her handkerchief back in her purse and closed it. “Sheriff, you need to talk to the parents of those kids and give them a stern warning to keep a careful eye out for anyone strange that might be lurking about.”

      “I would, Mary,” Sheriff Mables replied in a frustrated voice, “but the only boys Farmer Griffith saw were Mitch Anderson and Chuck Lawson. Those two boys are holding their tongues and won’t tell me who else was in the barn with them. My guess is it was Wayne Weber, Nathan Harnnette, and Brian Matlock. Those five boys have become a real nuisance lately. Why, just last month they broke out a street light. But,” Sheriff Mables said, unfolding his arms, “those boys are barely past eleven years of age. I was a little mischievous, too, when I was that age. Boys eventually get interested in other things and grow up. It’s that puppy stage that’s hard to deal with. I know my old man tore up my hide more times than I can remember because I peed on the floor after being house trained, if you catch my drift.”

      “Do you think Mitch and Chuck will tell you who was with them if they are told their lives are in danger? I’m sure Mr. Anderson and Mr. Lawson will make their boys confess the truth.”

      “Might be worth a shot,” Sheriff Mables told Mary. “But I don’t want to go spooking anyone. We both know Mrs. Anderson is Heather’s cousin. If word gets to Heather that there is a danger in town, why, she’ll have the word out in no time and then we’ll have a panic on our hands.”

      Mary winced. “I sorta asked Heather if she had seen anyone strange in town.”

      Sheriff Mables frowned. “Mary, you of all people?”

      Mary winced again. “I guess it’s too late to say sorry.”

      Sheriff Mables stood up and walked over to the porch railing, shaking his head. “Pineville is a simple town, Mary, with simple folks living in it. But Heather would have folks thinking that Farmer Griffith was some kind of foreign spy in no time.”

      “Well, I am wondering why Farmer Griffith was killed,” Mary confessed.

      “Oh Mary, if apples weren’t red, I’d swear you—”

      “I’m not implying Farmer Griffith was a spy, Sheriff,” Mary told Sheriff Mables. She stood up and walked over to him. “But the question does beg to be asked…why was Farmer Griffith killed? And why is the FBI involved?”

      “I’ve been chewing on that bone ever since Agent Green called me,” Sheriff Mables said. “The only conclusion this old mind of mine can fetch is that Farmer Griffith was killed because he knew or saw something he shouldn’t have. But now that you told me he left you a note…maybe it’s those kids that saw something they shouldn’t have.”

      “Maybe it’s both,” Mary suggested.

      “Could be,” Sheriff Mables agreed.

      Mary looked toward the burned barn. “Sheriff, did you find any clues?”

      “Not a one,” Sheriff Mables told Mary. “Of course, that Agent Green fella could have covered up anything he wanted before I arrived. I had Jake come and get Farmer Griffith and didn’t call Phillip out. I gave Jake orders to keep his tongue tied for now. Jake is a good man. He won’t let his tongue slip. But Phillip likes to sit around the barber shop and run his mouth. I’m not implying he’s not a good man, now. I trust Phillip with my life, and I can’t say that about too many fellas…but if apples aren’t red, that man has a loose tongue that he just can’t get a grip on.” Sheriff Mables wiped his forehead. “That Agent Green fella didn’t seem too interested in keeping Farmer Griffith’s death a secret, either.”

      “Not if he came and talked to me,” Mary added. She looked down at her purse. “Sheriff, I…kinda told Betty and William that Farmer Griffith was…dead.”

      “If apples aren’t red, what a morning, what a morning,” Sheriff Mables fussed at Mary. “You’re the wife of John Holland, one of the smartest men I’ve had the honor of meeting. But I’ll be dagblasted if his wife ain’t got a bigger mouth than the local town gossip.”

      Mary made a pained face. “I’ll be more careful from this point forward. I promise. It’s just, well, Betty is my closest friend, and I feel that I can trust William. After all, my husband trusts William.”

      Sheriff Mables looked into Mary’s sweet face and saw a little girl with pigtails asking him for a piece of candy. “I’ve watched you grow up in this town, Mary Holland. I knew your old man for a good many years before the cancer took him. I knew your mother before the angels came and got her. You come from a line of mighty good people. I guess I ain’t got no right to bark at you.”

      Mary felt a smile touch her eyes. “My daddy always spoke well of you. My mother always fussed that you didn’t like her baking.”

      “Your mother couldn’t cook a peach pie the right way to save her life,” Sheriff Mables said with a chuckle. “That woman thought burned peaches would get a blue ribbon at the state fair. I don’t know how your old man tolerated her cooking for all them long years.”

      “Love conquers all, even bad cooking skills,” Mary said with a smile. But her smile quickly faded when she turned around and looked at the front door. “Sheriff, Farmer Griffith didn’t have any children. What will come of his farm?”

      “Well, as far as we all know, Farmer Griffith only had the one brother who lives way out there in Oregon. I’ll get a call out to the man, but I’m not sure what will come of it. If he refuses to take this farm, it’ll go back to the county and be put up for sale. I reckon Harry down at the bank will handle the details.”

      “I guess if Farmer Griffith’s brother doesn’t claim the farm, the county will ask quite a bit of money for the land?”

      “Two hundred and twenty acres of land doesn’t sell for a dime store nickel, Mary,” Sheriff Mables pointed out.

      “Well,” Mary replied, “if Farmer Griffith’s brother refuses to take the farm, and the county does sell it, I hope someone identical to Farmer Griffith comes along and fills the void.”

      Sheriff Mables nodded his head. “Me, too,” he told Mary. “Pineville is a good family town. I know a few locals who will make sure this farm stays in good hands—if, that is,” he added, “Farmer Griffith’s brother doesn’t claim it.”

      “Sheriff?” Mary asked.

      “Yeah?”

      “Who is Farmer Griffith’s brother?” Mary asked. “I know Farmer Griffith had a brother because my daddy told me, but I never heard Farmer Griffith mention anyone. Of course, I didn’t spend every waking second on his farm, either. After I graduated from high school and got married, my life took a different turn. Oh, John and I drove out here to pick us a watermelon or buy some fresh produce, but not as often as I would have liked.”

      “Well,” Sheriff Mables said, allowing a fresh, gentle breeze to cool his sweaty face, “all I know myself is that the man lives way out there in Oregon. Farmer Griffith never chewed over to anyone except a few of his closest friends.” Sheriff Mables looked at Mary. “All I can toss into the pot and stir around is that the two brothers just didn’t like each other and felt distance was a letter to send each other.”

      “So, you don’t know what Farmer Griffith’s brother does for a living?”

      “Not a clue,” Sheriff Mables answered. “All I know is that the man is considerably younger than Farmer Griffith…I’d say about a good fifteen years is between them, if my memory isn’t being stubborn on me today.”

      Mary calmly absorbed the information and began wondering if Agent Green knew about Farmer Griffith’s brother. She concluded that the agent most likely did know that Farmer Griffith had a brother living in Oregon; after all, the FBI always dotted their i’s and crossed their t’s. “Sheriff, do you know the name of Farmer Griffith’s brother?”

      “Nope,” Sheriff Mables answered. “The only time Farmer Griffith really opened the can on his brother was after his wife was taken on home to the Father’s Kingdom. He was teary-eyed and talked about his brother living in Oregon and how he regretted that the two spent so much of their lives angry at each other.”

      “Do you think Farmer Griffith’s brother is somehow connected to his brother’s death?” Mary asked.

      Sheriff Mables shook his head. “Wouldn’t see how.” He let his eyes soak in a small field of watermelons. After the death of his wife, Farmer Griffith had downsized his crops. Most folks knew that the poor man’s heart was broken, and he wasn’t interested in maintaining large numbers of crops as he had done before the death of his wife.

      Mary looked out at the small field of watermelons and nearly began to cry. “Well, one thing is for certain.”

      “What’s that?” Sheriff Mables asked.

      “Agent Green has a lot of answers that we need. That Suit didn’t show up on this farm out of the blue. He came here looking for someone or something.” Mary drew in a deep breath to calm her sadness. “My guess, Sheriff, is that he came to Farmer Griffith’s farm looking for a person…and arrived late.”

      Sheriff Mables glanced over at Mary. “Where is this Agent Green fella now?” he asked.

      Mary shrugged. “I don’t know.” She pointed at the front door. “Sheriff, mind if I take a look around?”

      “Why not?” Sheriff Mables said. “You may spot something these old eyes missed. Come on.”

      Sheriff Mables walked Mary into a lovely living room covered with furnishings from the early 1920s. The room smelled of cherry tobacco and time. The hardwood floor creaked under her feet. The walls were lined with old photographs of relatives belonging to Farmer Griffith’s wife; each black-and-white photo held people who seemed timeless, although they were all most likely in the grave. The atmosphere in the room was peaceful—serene—and very soothing. Mary felt the presence of an old man and an old woman that the world couldn’t touch. She saw an old man smoking his pipe full of cherry tobacco and an old woman tending to her knitting while a cold winter wind howled outside. “It’s been years since I’ve been in this living room…I haven’t been inside this house since I was a little girl.”

      Sheriff Mables shoved his hand down into the pockets of his pants. “I played bridge in this house with Farmer Griffith just last month,” he told Mary. “Jack and Fred—you know them, right?—came over, too. Farmer Griffith cooked us up some of his fried green tomatoes and cornbread. It was a good night.”

      Mary slowly walked around the living room and studied each item of furniture, each photo, each nostalgic memory carefully and tenderly placed in a certain location. “Sheriff?” Mary asked.

      “Yeah?”

      “Where are the house keys?” she asked.

      Sheriff Mables stared across the living room at Mary. Mary walked over to the front window and pulled back the green curtains, looking out again at the small field of watermelons. “I…didn’t think to check for any house keys,” he told her.

      “I’m sure Farmer Griffith had keys to this farmhouse,” Mary said. She kept her eyes on the watermelon patch. “Everything in this living room is in its place…everything is too perfect. Farmer Griffith was killed because he saw or knew something…or maybe he was killed because whoever killed him thought he found something that he shouldn’t have. I’m sure, Sheriff, that the killer came into this house and searched around.”

      Sheriff Mables continued to look at Mary. He didn’t say a word.
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        * * *

      

      Farmer Griffith’s bedroom smelled like the living room and for all intents and purposes, resembled the living room. A large bed with black iron railings sat in the middle of the bedroom on top of a hardwood floor that, as in the living room floor, creaked under Mary’s feet. A 1920s carved oak chest of drawers sat against the front wall, in front of the bed. The room felt antique, old, timeless and simply wonderful.

      “I promise to be respectful,” Mary whispered as she walked over to a white closet door and slowly opened it. A line of overalls, work shirts, a church suit, and old dresses appeared before her eyes. “He never gave away his wife’s dresses,” Mary whispered and fought back tears. “He really loved her.”

      Mary thought of her husband. John Holland was flying bombing missions over Europe. The thought of him never returning home was always lodged at the back of her mind like a horrible nightmare constantly tormenting her. What if John was killed? What if the Southern Mayflower was shot down either by enemy aircraft or anti-aircraft guns? What if her husband was snatched out of her life after ten young years of marriage? Would she be able to give away his suits?

      “No,” Mary whispered and wiped away a tear. She reached out her hands and touched a pair of overalls. Going through a dead man’s clothes was tougher than she thought. “Don’t think about John,” she told herself. “Think about the case at hand. Be smart like John taught you. There’s a time to be emotional and a time to be smart. Be smart.”

      The sound of footsteps entering the room startled Mary. She swung around and to her shock, saw Agent Green standing just inside the doorway with a Lucky Strike in his mouth. “Looking for something?” he asked in a cold voice.

      “House keys,” Mary said, forcing her voice to become tough and stern.

      “I see,” Agent Green replied. He took a draw off his cigarette and slowly exhaled. “Mrs. Holland, is this really necessary?” he asked. “You can be a good citizen and help me and stop this nonsense.”

      “Agent Green, a decent man is dead, and I want answers. I call that being a good citizen,” Mary fired back.

      Agent Green looked around the bedroom. His eyes stopped at the window. “Mrs. Holland,” he said in a stony voice, “are you aware that the communists have spies in our country?”

      “Of course I am,” Mary snapped. She kept her back to the closet and her eyes forward.

      Agent Green nodded and walked over to the window, pulled back a green curtain, and looked out at a wide backyard decorated with beautiful flower beds. Brightly colored tulips, roses, and other lovely flowers swayed back and forth in a warm breeze. “Mrs. Holland, America has many sensitive secrets that the communists want. Can you understand that?” he asked.

      Mary gaped at him. “Are you suggesting Farmer Griffith was a communist spy?” She calmly walked to the bedroom door and paused. “Who knows, Agent Green, maybe Farmer Griffith was a communist spy. Maybe all of the tomatoes he grows are secret devices transmitting hidden messages to the enemy.”

      Agent Green was not amused by Mary’s sarcasm. He took another draw off his cigarette. “You may leave now, Mrs. Holland,” he said in a stern tone. “I can see that I’m speaking to a child rather than an adult.”

      Mary snapped her arms together. “Listen, pal,” she fired at the agent, “you’re speaking to a woman who knows your kind. My husband has had his share of meetings with you Suits. Before he settled down in Pineville, he was in the Navy.” Mary stopped talking.

      “Oh, go eat sour corn,” he snapped and walked back downstairs into the living room.

      “Maybe it wasn’t such a good idea that Sheriff Mables left,” she whispered in a worried voice and hurried outside.

      Being outside felt safer and allowed Mary the courage to stand next to her car rather than race back to town. She waited for Agent Green to show his face. “What are you really doing here?” she demanded.

      Agent Green walked past a 1941 black sedan and stopped at the hood of Mary’s car. “Mrs. Holland, it would be very wise if you steered clear of this farm for the time being. The person I’m searching for may return and if he…or she…finds you here alone, you very well could end up like Farmer Griffith.”

      Mary stared at Agent Green. It was clear to her that she was going to have to be very careful—and very smart. “I was pondering over a question.”

      “What question might that be?”

      “How did you know to come to this farm?” Mary asked him. “You found Farmer Griffith’s body. You called Sheriff Mables. Now, I’m just a little ol’ housewife, Agent Green, who’s holding down the fort for her husband while he’s away being a real man and fighting a real war. But it seems to me that coincidence is not part of your job. After all, good ol’ J. Edgar Hoover isn’t the type of man who sends his Suits out to look for shadows melting in the sun. No, you knew to come to this farm…a bit too late, though, if I might add.”

      Agent Green worked on his Lucky Strike. “I’m privy to certain classified information, Mrs. Holland…certain information that the public masses do not need to concern themselves with.”

      “You know,” Mary said in a disgusted voice, “someday the American people are going to get fed up with all the lies you Suits push down their throats.”

      Agent Green let a cold grin touch his eyes. “Mrs. Holland, America belongs not to the people but to the powers that control it. Now,” he said, “let’s get back to the matter at hand. Farmer Griffith called you out. Why? And this time I want an answer. I’ve had my lunch and given you time to rethink your position. My patience is growing thin and I’m not leaving this farm, nor am I allowing you to leave until I get the answers I need.”

      Fear grabbed Mary. Was Agent Green threatening her? Yes, she thought, an agent of the FBI was threatening to illegally detain her and obstruct her freedom unless she played his game. “Don’t be afraid of this guy,” she whispered, pushing her fear away. “I can leave anytime I please,” she told him.

      Agent Green shook his head. “You’ll leave when I say you can. Now, tell me why Farmer Griffith called you out,” he demanded.

      “Because he thought I was mighty smart,” Mary replied and snatched open the driver’s side door to her car. The agent shook his head at her. “If you take one step toward me I’ll slug you and—” Mary stopped speaking when she saw a woman riding down the driveway on a blue 1941 Schwinn bike. “Betty?”

      Betty raised her hand and waved at Mary. She nearly lost her balance and toppled down to the ground. “Mary!” she yelled and rode up to Mary’s car. “I…was getting worried. You’ve been gone for hours.” Betty looked at Agent Green. “Who is he, Mary?” she asked in a worried voice.

      “My name is Agent Vince Green. I’m with the FBI,” he told Betty. He threw down his cigarette and looked around. He was out in the open, which wasn’t smart. It was time to change course. Perhaps, he thought, it would be smarter to talk with Mary back in town. “Ladies, the day is growing on us. Perhaps it would be better if we talked back in town.”

      “You mean you’re allowing me to leave?” Mary asked in a sarcastic voice.

      “I will follow you back to your office and we will speak there,” Agent Green explained in a cold voice. “You can load your friend’s bike into the trunk of your car. She can ride back into town with you.”

      Mary looked at Betty and saw the sweetest, most caring friend a woman could ever hope to have. “I can’t believe you rode all the way out here on your bike.”

      Betty touched her sticky hair. “William and Millie wanted to come but Millie’s car isn’t running very well, and William walks everywhere he goes. We were all getting very worried and I didn’t think we could all fit on my bike.”

      Mary smiled. “Oh you.” She patted Betty’s hand.

      “Load the bike into the trunk and let’s get moving,” Agent Green ordered Mary.

      “My, is he pushy,” Betty complained. “If you were a gentleman you would load my bike into Mary’s trunk for us.”

      “I’m not a gentleman,” Agent Green told Mary. He walked over to his car and waited.

      Mary noticed that the agent seemed uneasy. She watched the man looking around, as though searching for a shadow that might be lurking about somewhere. Then she realized if Agent Green was uneasy…maybe she should be uneasy, too. But then an idea hit her.

      “Agent Green, I’m not ready to drive back into town. I still want to search for the house keys.”

      Agent Green shook his head. “This farm is off limits to you from this point forward. If I catch you back on this farm, I’ll place you under immediate arrest.”

      “In your dreams, you will,” Mary snapped at him. “This is America, pal, and in America a person has to commit a crime before being arrested. You have no authority to turn Farmer Griffith’s farm into a personal playground while threatening innocent citizens.”

      “Yeah,” Betty said even though she wasn’t sure what Mary’s plan was. All she knew was that Agent Green looked like a very cruel man who’d never smiled a day in his life. The man scared her.

      The agent pulled a Lucky Strike out of his pocket, studied the sky, and then focused on Mary. The woman was becoming very problematic. He needed answers from her, not problems. It was time to get tough.

      “Mrs. Holland, the national security of our country has been jeopardized and I am authorized to use any means necessary to eliminate all threats and reinstate the ruptured security. Do you understand what I am telling you?”

      “I understand that you just threatened my life,” Mary told him. She stared at the man with angry eyes. “Come on, Betty. We’re wasting our time standing here talking to this Suit.” Mary grabbed Betty’s bike and walked it to the trunk of her car. As she did, movement coming from the far corner of the house caught her eye. She spotted young Mitch Anderson watching her with scared eyes. Agent Green seemed unaware that Mitch was there. Mary bit down on her lip and opened the trunk. “What’s Mitch doing here?”

      Betty heard Mary whispering. “What?”

      “Oh, I was just asking you if you’re tired from such a long bike ride,” Mary said in a loud voice. She spotted Agent Green working on his Lucky Strike, still unaware that Mitch Anderson was watching the scene.

      “A little,” Betty confessed as she helped Mary load her bike into the trunk.

      Mary bit down on her lip again and tried to think. She had to talk to Mitch. It was clear that the kid wanted to speak with her. “I’m afraid I need to use the little girls’ room,” she told Agent Green in an urgent voice.

      Agent Green gave Mary an irritated, impatient look. “Make it quick,” he snapped. “If you’re not back in five minutes I’m coming inside.”

      “Five minutes,” Mary said, forcing her voice to sound tough instead of relieved. “Betty, stay here beside my car, okay?”

      “Okay,” Betty said. She watched Mary rush back into the house. “So,” Betty asked Agent Green, “do you like blueberry pie?”

      As Betty talked to Agent Green, Mary rushed through the house and carefully exited out of the back door without being heard. She spotted a red-headed freckle-faced boy standing at the bottom of the back porch steps. “Mitch Anderson,” she said in a quick voice, “what in the world are you doing here? Why, your daddy is going to take a switch to you.”

      Mitch looked around with scared eyes. “Is it true? Is Farmer Griffith really dead?” he asked.

      “I’m afraid so.”

      Mitch began kicking at the ground with a pair of old shoes. “It’s all my fault he’s dead. I told the guys we should use Farmer Griffith’s barn for our clubhouse.”

      Mary gently grabbed Mitch’s shoulder and made him look up at her. “Mitch, did you see anyone on this farm other than Farmer Griffith?” she asked.

      Mitch shook his head. “Nah, I ain’t seen nobody but Farmer Griffith,” he said in a guilty voice. “But…me and the guys…we did find something in the barn.”

      Mary looked over her shoulder to make sure Agent Green wasn’t anywhere nearby. “Mitch, what did you find?”

      “Oh, just this black briefcase with a bunch of funny papers in it,” Mitch said. “Me and the guys wasn’t sure what we found so I took the briefcase home with me and put it under my bed.” Mitch looked down at the ground. “The next day…well, golly, Mrs. Holland, it was an accident. Wayne, he didn’t mean to knock over the candle…boy, that hay sure caught fast. We skedaddled out of Farmer Griffith’s barn like scalded cats, and that’s the truth.”

      Mary stared into Mitch’s face. “Okay, Mitch,” she said in a quick and stern tone, “you get on home and stay there until I come and see you. Don’t tell anyone you have that briefcase, not even your folks. I have a very bad feeling Farmer Griffith was killed because of those funny papers inside that briefcase.”

      Mitch kicked at the ground again. “I came back this morning…you know, to apologize to Farmer Griffith and tell him how sorry I was…that’s when I seen him laying on the ground and that man out front going through his pockets. I got mighty scared, so I ran.”

      Mary looked over her shoulder again. “Well, you run now, do you hear me? Run all the way to your house and stay there.” She spun Mitch around and set him loose. Mitch took off running and didn’t look back. “Run, little guy,” Mary said in a low voice. Then she walked back to her car. “I’m ready,” she told Agent Green. “Betty, hop in.”

      Betty climbed into the passenger’s seat and waited for Mary. She watched Agent Green get into the driver’s seat of his car and slam the door shut. “Mary, that awful man scares me.”

      Mary closed the driver’s side door and brought her car to life. “Betty,” she answered, “Agent Green is the least of our worries. At least for right now.” Mary got her car moving and raced back into town with a thousand questions flooding her mind as Mitch Anderson ran home as fast as he could.
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      Agent Green tossed his fedora down onto the brown chair he had sat in earlier. “I want answers,” he told Mary as he propped his foot up on the chair.

      Mary walked past Agent Green, slapped his foot off the chair, and went to her desk. “Don’t put your feet on the furniture,” she warned him. The Suit clearly thought he was in control. Mary was about to show him he had another thing coming.

      Agent Green watched Mary sit down. He wasn’t in the mood to be scolded. He wanted—needed—answers. “Mrs. Holland, my patience is wearing very thin.”

      Betty stepped into the office. She glanced over at Agent Green with uneasy eyes. “Mary,” she said in a worried voice, “William and Millie are preparing to go home. Is that okay?”

      “Oh, sure,” Mary told Betty. “It’s closing time. Tell them to be back at their desk first thing tomorrow morning. We have a major story to chase down.”

      Agent Green let out an angry growl. “No, Mrs. Holland, you do not.”

      “Freedom of the press is not to be hindered by the government,” Mary informed him. She leaned forward and tapped her typewriter. “The Constitution of the United States gives me the right to have freedom of speech. The Constitution of the United States does not give the government power to bully law-abiding citizens. Of course, with you being a Suit, you should know that, Agent Green. After all, you are a public servant who took an oath to defend our wonderful Constitution, correct?”

      Agent Green glared at Mary with murderous eyes. “Lady…Mrs. Holland…the Constitution is cut short when the security of America is endangered and—”

      “Oh, pish posh.” Mary waved an annoyed hand at Agent Green. “Don’t feed this gal those ugly lies, Agent Green. My husband met with Old Mr. Hoover personally a few years back. He told me that man is a wart on the side of America’s face.” Mary held her ground and continued. “My husband informed me that Mr. Hoover is a very corrupt man who has begun a silent attack on America to shift its political and national power into a very dark hole. The American people, Agent Green, are not as stupid as you would like to believe. We are aware of many ugly facts. And while it is true that most Americans prefer to keep their heads buried in the sand, some do not.”

      “And for those people who refuse to keep their heads in the sand there is a very simple solution created to make them obey,” Agent Green warned Mary.

      “Hey…bucko!” Betty yelled and pointed a shaky hand at Agent Green, “don’t you threaten my friend.”

      “Or what?” he asked Betty. “Are you going to kick me in my leg and go home crying to your mother?”

      Betty narrowed her eyes, strode over to Agent Green, and kicked him square in his right leg. “Take that, you jerk!” she yelled.

      Agent Green let out a small yelp of pain and grabbed his leg. “Get away from me, straw for brains!” he barked.

      Mary waved her hand at Betty. “Come stand behind me, honey.” Betty stuck her tongue out at Agent Green and walked behind Mary’s desk. “Agent Green, Sheriff Mables is fully aware of the situation. And by now everyone in Pineville is aware of the situation. You can’t bully an entire town. And if you try to harm me or my friend, Sheriff Mables will be forced to show his ugly side. Now, he may seem like a simple backwoods sheriff, but I assure you, he is a man who will stand toe-to-toe with a grizzly bear.”

      Agent Green rubbed his leg. He wasn’t getting anywhere. His tough guy routine wasn’t working at all. Sure, he could pull out his gun and force Mary to talk. However, he told himself, the woman might give him false information. He needed direct, honest answers. Time was of the essence and the fuse on the dynamite was growing dangerously short.

      “Mrs. Holland,” he said and stopped rubbing his leg, “give me the answers I need, and I’ll leave your town. It’s that simple. If you continue to refuse to cooperate, I will be forced to call for backup.”

      “We’ll take all you Suits on,” Betty threatened Agent Green. She balled her hands into fists and waved them around in the air. “Pow, right in the kisser!” she said and swung her fist at an imaginary face. Her fist swung wild, came back around, and she hit herself right in her nose. “Ow! My nose!”

      “Oh dear,” Mary exclaimed. She jumped to her feet and checked Betty’s nose. “Oh, honey, your nose is bleeding.” Mary grabbed her purse and yanked out a handkerchief. She placed the handkerchief over Betty’s nose. “Hurry to the bathroom.” Betty tipped back her head, nodded, and wobbled out of the office like a drunk woman, using her left hand to help as a guide stick. “Poor dear.”

      Agent Green snatched out a Lucky Strike and lit it. “The grand hope of America. Is it any wonder, Mrs. Holland, that the government retains control over the people?”

      “We are a free people, Agent Green. Never forget that we fought for our freedom against tyranny once and we can do it again if challenged. The good men of America who are away fighting in the war will one day return home. Never forget that.”

      Agent Green worked on his cigarette. The last thing he wanted to hear was a bunch of patriotic jargon that turned his stomach inside out. He believed that a free people with free thought was a grave danger to mankind. People had to be controlled, taught what to think, implanted with valuable behavioral attributes, instructed on how to perform a task that would benefit a collective cause rather than an independent purpose. Mary Holland was a prime example. The woman was rebellious in her thinking and actions—her mindset was a threat to the “Cause” created behind closed, hidden doors; a cause that would alter mankind into obedient servants for the greater good.

      Agent Green let out a sigh. “This is not the year 1776, Mrs. Holland.”

      “I’m sure glad for that, too,” Mary replied. “Now our boys have better guns to fight with.”

      Agent Green stared at Mary. The woman was a brick wall. “I shouldn’t have left the farm,” he condemned himself under his breath. “The risk would have been worth it.”

      “What did you say?” Mary asked.

      “I said…we need to find even ground, Mrs. Holland.” He took a drag off his cigarette and then decided to sit down. “Mrs. Holland—”

      Mary held up her right hand. “Before you go allowing your mouth to go yacking away, let me tell you that I don’t know why Farmer Griffith wrote me the note you showed me.”

      Agent Green studied Mary’s eyes. Was the woman lying or speaking the truth? For all intents and purposes, it appeared that Mary was speaking the truth, but the agent kept his mind on the side of caution. “Fine. Let’s assume that you’re telling me the truth.”

      “Good grief, are you ever dense.”

      “Let’s assume that you’re telling the truth,” Agent Green said again, quickly dodging Mary’s insult. “Can you think of any reason why Farmer Griffith would have called you out?”

      “I did visit him earlier this morning,” Mary said. “I drove out to his farm and asked a few questions about the barn that burned down.”

      “It’s no secret that a bunch of kids burned down the farm. I asked around.”

      “No, it’s no secret,” Mary said. She straightened out her thinking cap and continued. “At the moment no one knows who the kids are. Oh, I suspect Farmer Griffith did, but he never identified them to anyone.”

      “Except to the sheriff, perhaps?” Agent Green asked.

      “Maybe. Who knows?” Mary clasped her hands together and set them down on her desk. The smoke drifting off Agent Green’s Lucky Strike was beginning to bother her nose. “You’ll need to talk to the sheriff.”

      “I already have,” he told Mary. “Sheriff Mables informed me that Farmer Griffith didn’t report any names to him, either.”

      Mary held back a grin. Good ol’ Sheriff Mables didn’t trust the FBI either. “Then I guess we’ll never know which group of kids burned down Farmer Griffith’s barn.” Mary kept her hands held firmly tight. “Agent Green, this is a small town and kids will be kids,” she said in a calm voice. “From what I understand, a group of kids were using Farmer Griffith’s barn as a clubhouse. Now, the inside of a barn is dark. The kids most likely brought a candle or a lantern and lit it. The candle or lantern probably fell over on some hay and the hay caught fire. The kids panicked and ran, and the barn burned down. End of story.”

      “Then why did Farmer Griffith say the kids who burned down his barn are in danger?” the agent asked.

      “Maybe poor Farmer Griffith knew you were in town.”

      Agent Green growled at Mary, stood up, and snuffed out his Lucky Strike into the ashtray sitting on her desk. “You’re digging a very deep hole for yourself, Mrs. Holland. The FBI never forgets those who refuse to cooperate.”

      “Gee,” Mary said, “does that mean you’re going to take my milk money away? I sure hope not. It’s kinda hard to eat a peanut butter sandwich without milk.”

      Agent Green gritted his teeth. Mary’s sarcasm was really starting to annoy him. “The war your husband is away fighting in must seem very peaceful compared to living with you.”

      “Oh, my husband seems to think my sharp tongue is delightful.” Mary grinned. It was clear she was hitting a nerve with Agent Green. “Now, do me a favor and scram. I haven’t eaten much today and Charlene down at the diner is serving up fried chicken for supper.”

      Before the agent could reply, the telephone on Mary’s desk rang. Mary shooed him away from her desk and answered the call. “Oh yes, Heather, put the sheriff through.” She bit her tongue. She shouldn’t have let Agent Green know who was calling her.

      Agent Green lifted an eyebrow, walked back to the chair, and sat down. Shaking her head, Mary picked the phone up off her desk and turned around in her chair.

      “Mary?” Sheriff Mables asked.

      “I’m here, Sheriff,” Mary said, keeping her voice low.

      Sheriff Mables sat down on the corner of an old wooden desk and looked out across a small, stuffy, hot office filled with dust, time, and old papers. “Mary, have you seen Mitch Anderson? His folks called me and said they haven’t seen Mitch since…oh, I’d say around nine o’clock this morning. Dave and Marla are mighty worried.”

      Mary bit down on her lip as worry began streaming through her mind. “Okay, Sheriff, I’ll pull the piece from the paper. I don’t see any sense in writing about a burned down barn now that Farmer Griffith is dead.”

      “What?”

      “Sure, sure,” Mary said, “we can meet and eat supper together at the diner.”

      “Mary, have you been hitting the sauce?” Sheriff Mables asked. And then his old mind caught on. “Oh…oh, yeah, sure. I get it you, Mary.”

      “In twenty minutes…give me thirty, okay?”

      “Thirty minutes at the diner,” Sheriff Mables told Mary and hung up. “Smart gal,” he said and checked his gun.

      Mary hung up the phone, turned back around in her chair, and set the phone down on her desk. Agent Green was staring at her with snake eyes. “What did the sheriff want?”

      “None of your business,” Mary told him. She stood up and checked the clock hanging on the wall. “It’s supper time, Agent Green. Time to call it a day, huh? We can resume our game of tit-for-tat tomorrow.”

      Agent Green got to his feet. “I think I’m hungry myself, Mrs. Holland. A plate of fried chicken sounds good.”

      “Be my guest.” Mary pointed to the office door.

      “I’ll see you at the diner,” he told Mary. He snatched up his fedora, planted it on his head, and walked out of the office.

      “What a snake…makes my skin crawl,” Mary whispered, shaking her arms in an attempt to get rid of the FBI agent’s filthy stench. As she did, Betty wandered back into the office.

      “Is everything okay?” Betty asked, holding Mary’s handkerchief over her nose and speaking in a stuffy-nose voice.

      “I don’t think so, honey,” Mary told her best friend. “How is your nose?”

      “Oh, only a little blood this time. Definitely not as bad as last time.”

      “Honey, you should really watch your temper,” Mary teased even though her heart was full of worry.

      “I didn’t like that guy trying to push you around.”

      “I know, honey, I know.” Mary smiled. She gently hugged Betty’s shoulders, walked her to a chair, and helped her sit down. “Betty, Agent Green is a snake. We both know that…and he’s not in Pineville because he has the best interests of our country at heart, either. No, that Suit is here because he’s searching for someone.”

      “The person who killed poor Farmer Griffith?” Betty asked. Her eyes welled with tears. “That poor, poor, poor sweet man.” She sniffed.

      Mary put her hands down on Betty’s shoulders. “Betty, I’m not sure who killed Farmer Griffith, but I’m sure going to find out. I’m sure going to need your help, too.”

      “My help?” Betty wiped a tear away. It was hard for her to accept that Farmer Griffith was dead. The sweet old man had always been very close to her heart, even though she rarely saw him. As a matter of fact, Betty asked herself, when was the last time she had seen Farmer Griffith? “Over a year ago.”

      “What, honey?”

      “The last time I saw Farmer Griffith was over a year ago. I met him at Mr. Whitfield’s. Farmer Griffith was buying flour and sugar…some coffee—”

      “Coffee?” Mary asked, startled.

      Betty nodded her head up and down, up and down. “Coffee,” she told Mary. “I remember that I distinctly saw him buying coffee.” Betty frowned. “I only stopped to say hello to him for a minute. I feel so guilty.”

      “Don’t feel guilty,” Mary told Betty. She began slowly pacing around the office. “Betty, Farmer Griffith didn’t drink coffee. Mrs. Griffith drank coffee before the Lord called her home, but Farmer Griffith didn’t care for the taste. I remember him telling John that the last time we went out to his farm. I’m not exactly sure how those two got on the subject of coffee.” Mary continued to pace. “John can drink coffee from the moment he wakes up until the moment he goes to bed…Farmer Griffith told him he didn’t care for the taste…I know I heard him say those exact words.”

      Betty removed the handkerchief from her nose. “I’m sorry if I’ve caused you any trouble.”

      “Oh, honey,” Mary promised Betty, “you didn’t cause an ounce of trouble. But you might have opened a whole can of worms.”

      Betty’s eyes grew wide with alarm. “Oh dear,” she said and nearly fainted.
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        * * *

      

      The diner smelled delicious. The air was thick with the odor of fried chicken and coffee. Red and white-striped booths were filled with hungry patrons, a 1941 Wurlitzer jukebox was dishing out the sounds of some swinging jazz, and except for the war and the death of a sweet old farmer, the times were good.

      “There,” Mary told Betty. She pointed to Sheriff Mables sitting in a back booth talking to a short, plump woman wearing a red and white dress. Mary rotated her eyes around, studied many familiar faces, and then found Agent Green sitting at the booth across from Sheriff Mables. The agent was studying a menu—or at least pretending to.

      “I’ll sit up at the front counter,” Betty told Mary. “I never eat in a booth anyway.”

      “Okay, honey,” Mary told Betty and patted her hand. Mary watched Betty walk up to the front counter and climb up onto a red and white stool. She almost fell off but Mr. Hanson, the local barber, caught her arm and pulled her to safety. “Poor thing,” Mary sighed and walked back to the booth Sheriff Mables was sitting in. As she passed the other tables, a flood of questions was fired at her.

      “Mary, is it true that Farmer Griffith was murdered?” Bella Munton asked. “Heather said the poor man was stabbed to death.”

      “I heard he was poisoned. Is that true, Mary?” Natalie Bassington asked in an alarmed voice.

      Mary looked at Bella and Natalie. The two women were sisters. Bella was a schoolteacher and Natalie ran the local salon. Unfortunately, Natalie’s gossiping mouth destroyed her sister’s common sense. “Farmer Griffith is dead,” she told the sisters and moved on.

      “Who killed Farmer Griffith?” a very angry Mr. Taylor asked. The town’s butcher was sitting in a booth with his wife and brother-in-law, chewing on a chicken leg. “Who killed him, Mary, huh?”

      “I don’t know, Alvin,” Mary told the angry butcher and moved on.

      “I bet he had a heart attack because those pesky kids burned down his farm. Isn’t that right, Mary?” Mrs. Zimmer asked.

      Mary looked down into a wrinkled face thinner than Betty’s. It was the face of a woman who had taught school for forty years before finally retiring; a woman who understood children better than anyone, even though she didn’t like children or have any herself, which made Mary wonder why the woman ever decided to become a teacher to begin with. “Farmer Griffith didn’t die of a heart attack, Mrs. Zimmer.”

      “Well, those pesky kids who burned down his barn need to be brought to justice all the same.”

      Mary sighed and finally made her way back to Sheriff Mables. She sat down across from him, put her purse down, and shook her head. “I have a feeling my phone is going to be ringing off the hook tomorrow.”

      Julie Mason, who had been standing at the sheriff’s table talking to him, shook her head. “Old Farmer Griffith is dead,” she said in an unbelievable voice. “Why, I’ve known that man since I was knee-high to a toad frog.”

      Mary looked up into Julie’s face. The woman was in her early sixties but still had plenty of vigor left in her step. She was a fiery redhead—a redhead that was mostly gray—who didn’t take lip off anyone. And on top of that, she was a cook who was even more temperamental than Mary was. But both Julie and Brandon Green were good folk who cared about people. When Thanksgiving rolled around, they were the first to take food to the needy and never blinked an eye when a poor drifter came into the diner in need of a meal.

      “Julie, have you seen a stranger in town?” Mary asked.

      Julie tossed a thumb at Agent Green. “Just that one sitting over there.”

      Mary glanced at the agent. He lowered the menu he was holding and looked at her. “Yeah, that snake is no good,” she said. Agent Green shifted his eyes over to Julie and then slithered them over to Sheriff Mables. “No one else besides that snake, huh?”

      “Well, Frank Norson brought a fella into the diner yesterday,” Julie told Mary. “But we all know Frank is having that big family reunion out there on his land. I reckon that fella Frank brought in with him was some relative or another.”

      Mary leaned chin down onto the palm of her hand. Her mind was focused on Mitch Anderson. The kid had not run home like she ordered him to do. She feared the person Agent Green was searching for might have grabbed Mitch. Or, she thought, clinging onto an ounce of hope, maybe the kid was just hiding because he was afraid his daddy was going to tear up his backside with a belt. “Julie, can I have a cup of coffee and a cheeseburger?”

      “No chicken?” Julie asked. “Mary, you love Brandon’s fried chicken.”

      “Let’s just say I’m not in the mood,” Mary told Julie. “Please tell Brandon to cook me a cheeseburger and burn it a little.”

      Julie nodded her head. “I understand, hon.”

      “Coffee for me,” Sheriff Mables told Julie.

      “Two black coffees and a burned burger coming up,” Julie said. She patted Mary on her shoulder and walked away.

      “Sheriff,” Mary said, keeping her voice low, “Agent Green isn’t going to leave town until he gets the answers he needs…or at least until he finds the person he’s searching for.”

      Sheriff Mables looked over at Agent Green. Agent Green lifted his menu and went back to studying the available food options. “There’s not much I can do, Mary. The worm is here under the shirt of the FBI. The FBI carries a lot of weight. Unless the guy breaks a law or causes some kind of problem, there’s not a whole lot I can do except keep an eye on him.”

      Mary kept her chin low and disguised her mouth with her hands. She debated whether to tell Sheriff Mables about finding Mitch Anderson at Farmer Griffith’s farm. However, she warned herself, certain information could place Sheriff Mables’ life in danger. Mary wasn’t certain what measures Agent Green might deploy in forcing people to talk to him. What she did know clear as day was that Agent Green was a snake that was poised to strike.

      “Sheriff, did you find out any information on Farmer Griffith’s brother?”

      “Not yet,” Sheriff Mables replied. “I’ve been busier than a bee ever since I got into town. Millie at the paper told Heather that Farmer Griffith was dead, and well, it’s been one headache after another since then.”

      Mary shook her head. “Millie, you klutz,” she fussed under her breath and then felt bad. “Oh, Millie is just a kid. She doesn’t stand a chance against an experienced gossiper like Heather. Why, that woman could pick information out of an empty turtle shell. Besides, it’s not like the news of Farmer Griffith’s death was going to remain a secret forever.”

      Sheriff Mables nodded. “Yeah, you’re right,” he said. “Now tell me, Mary, why did you want to meet me here?”

      Mary nervously bit down on her lower lip and decided to confess the truth about Mitch Anderson. “Sheriff, after you left the farm, Agent Green showed up. He tried to get tough with me, but Betty arrived.”

      “Did he try to hurt you?” Sheriff Mables grabbed his gun.

      “No, no,” Mary assured Sheriff Mables. “He tossed on the tough cop routine and tried to intimidate me,” she explained and carefully continued, speaking so low that Sheriff Mables had to strain his ears to hear. The jukebox was too loud, but the music was helping disguise the conversation. Count Basie sure was blasting out some swinging jazz. “Sheriff, before we left, I spotted Mitch Anderson hiding behind Farmer Griffith’s house.”

      “You what?” Sheriff Mables exclaimed. “Mary, why didn’t you—”

      “Keep your voice down,” Mary begged, forcing her chin to remain seated on the palm of her hand. “Yes, I spotted Mitch. I managed to get in a few words with him, too.”

      Sheriff Mables glanced over at Agent Green, who lowered his menu and looked at him with suspicious eyes. “Okay, Mary,” he said in a loud enough voice for the agent to hear, “I think I’ve answered enough of your questions for now. I have to get back to my office.”

      Mary nodded her head and took her chin off her hand. “That’s fine, Sheriff. I’ll be by later to finish our interview. This story is really going to set the paper on fire.” Mary reached forward and grabbed a menu and whispered, “Mitch said he and the other boys found a briefcase with some funny writing in it.”

      Sheriff Mables stared at Mary and then stood up. “Come by my office in about…oh, say two hours and we’ll finish this interview.”

      Agent Green watched Sheriff Mables hike up his pants, walk up to the front counter, get his coffee to go, and vanish outside. Instead of remaining seated and watching Mary, he stood up and left the diner.

      “Perfect,” Mary whispered. She jumped to her feet, ran up to Betty, and said, “Okay, honey, time to eat and run. Julie, please make our orders to go.”

      Julie stopped cutting a piece of apple pie and looked at Mary. The woman looked like a hound dog getting ready to chase after a fox. “Okay, hon,” she said without causing any attention. “Make the burned burger and chicken plate to go, Brandon,” she called through a rectangle window.

      “Yeah, yeah, burned burger and chicken plate to go,” Brandon Green repeated, standing over a hot, greasy grill.

      Julie mumbled something under her breath, poured Mary and Betty a cup of coffee to go, and then waited for their food.

      “Where are we going?” Betty asked Mary.

      Mary helped Betty climb down off her stool. “Oh, I thought we could eat supper back at the paper. I have a few items that we need to discuss,” Mary said, knowing full well every ear was tuned in.

      “Oh, okay.” Betty smiled. “Kinda like a picnic.”

      “Kinda, honey.”

      “I like picnics,” Betty told Mary.

      “I know you do, honey,” Mary said, becoming impatient. She looked at the rectangle window and waited for Brandon to shove her burned burger through along with Betty’s chicken plate.

      “It’s been a while since we’ve been on a picnic,” Betty told Mary and dived into an old story. “Remember when we were ten years old and we walked out to Snow Dove Field for a picnic?”

      “I remember,” Mary told Betty, switching from one foot to the other. “Come on, Brandon, hurry up,” she whispered.

      Betty looked around the diner. “After we ate, you wanted to go for a swim in the river. But I was worried. Mother always said you were supposed to wait a full half hour after you eat before going swimming.” Betty let out a sweet giggle and quickly covered her mouth. “You convinced me to go into the shallow part of the river with you. We both got cramps in our toes.”

      Mary looked at Betty. She found it strange how her best friend managed to remember the silliest of memories in the midst of strange situations. “I remember, honey. We were up to our knees in water and thought we were going to drown.”

      Betty let another sweet giggle slip from her mouth. “That was really funny.”

      “I suppose it was,” Mary agreed. “Maybe we can go on a real picnic sometime and get cramps in our toes again.”

      “Oh no,” Betty told Mary, “once was enough. Besides, I still haven’t learned to swim.” Betty stopped smiling and her face became very, very serious. “I could drown this time, Mary. You wouldn’t want that, would you?”

      Betty’s sweet but serious face was priceless. “No, honey, I wouldn’t want my best friend in the entire world to drown. Why, if that happened, I would be the saddest person alive. Besides, I don’t have a fishing pole. Who would I get to fish you out of the river?”

      Betty didn’t catch the joke at first. When she did she let out a loud laugh and began snorting. “Fish me out…oh, I get it…funny, Mary.”

      Mary felt a smile touch her lips. She sure loved Betty more than she could put into words. “Yeah, I guess it is funny, huh,” she said and then spotted Brandon sliding her burger and Betty’s chicken through the rectangle window. Julie grabbed the orders, tossed them into a brown paper bag, and handed the bag to Mary.

      “Put the meals on my tab, okay?”

      “You got it, hon,” Julie told Mary.

      Mary grabbed Betty’s hand and walked her outside into a soft, warm evening.

      “The paper is this way,” Betty said, feeling Mary tugging her in the opposite direction.

      Mary walked Betty to her car. “Honey, we’re not going back to the paper. We’re going to Mitch Anderson’s house.” Mary yanked open the passenger’s door. “Get in, you clever little rascal. We’re going to do a little investigating.”

      Betty took the brown bag from Mary and climbed into the car. “Oh dear,” she said in a worried voice, “when Mary wants to do a little investigating, we end up getting into a whole lot of trouble.”

      Mary jumped into the driver’s seat and got her car moving. “Hold on!” she yelled. She drove away from the diner and took a right onto Maple Avenue and zoomed toward Mitch Anderson’s house. “We have to find Mitch, Betty. He has something very important in his possession. If we can find Mitch, we might have a chance at finding the answers we need. But something tells me there’s a lot of hidden rooms in this case that we’re going to have to explore before we uncover the entire truth.”

      Betty held on for dear life. Mary’s driving was sometimes very scary. “Mary, shouldn’t we…perhaps…let Sheriff Mables search for the truth?”

      “We’re newspaper women,” Mary told Betty, gripping the steering wheel and leaning forward. “Our job is to uncover the truth. A close and dear friend of this community was killed and we’re going to find out who killed him and why.” Mary stepped on the gas pedal and glanced over at Betty. “Honey, are you absolutely certain Farmer Griffith was buying coffee?”

      Betty squeezed her eyes shut and nodded her head up and down, up and down. “Yes, I’m certain,” she told Mary, expecting to crash at any second. Mary focused her eyes back on the road and grew silent as her mind studied the thoughts racing around in her mind.

      As she sped away from the diner, a strange figure stepped out of an alley across the street and walked away. “This is not good,” the person said in a thick French accent, “this is not good at all.”
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      Mary swung her car onto a cozy street lined with comfortable two-story homes sitting in lush, green, clean-cut yards. Kids of all ages were out in the yards playing, throwing footballs and baseballs, jumping rope, and swinging in tire swings hanging from their favorite trees. The sight of the kids warmed Mary’s heart—and broke her heart, as well. When Mary had first married, and she and John had begun to try to have children, she became very ill. After she recovered from the illness Mary was informed that she would not be able to have children, ever. The horrible news sent a stick of wild dynamite into her soul and exploded within her heart. The words No Children echoed through long and tearful nights like a tormenting scream locked in her throat. Eventually, time passed, and she adapted to being a childless mother who found joy in the sight of innocent kids playing outside in their warm front yards, safe and secure.

      “Well, here we are,” Mary told Betty, pulling up in front of a cream-colored two-story house with a large oak standing in the front yard. Chuck Lawson, Wayne Weber, Nathan Harnnette, and Brian Matlock were nowhere in sight. Mary didn’t expect to see the boys Mitch played with. What she did see was Marla Anderson’s green 1938 Oldsmobile Series F and Dave Anderson’s 1940 gray Packard 180 parked in the driveway. “The Andersons are home.”

      “Mary, can I please sit in the car? I get so nervous around people I don’t know,” Betty begged.

      “I was hoping you would ask that,” Mary told Betty. “I need you to sit here and stand…uh…sit…watch for me. Keep an eye out for any suspicious cars or people. And if you see Agent Green, honk the horn three times.”

      “Would it be okay if I ate my supper while I watch?” Betty asked in a hopeful voice.

      “Sure, honey.” Mary smiled. She tucked her purse down at Betty’s feet and looked at the house. “I don’t know how long I’ll be.”

      “That’s okay,” Betty promised and patted the brown paper bag she was holding. “I eat very slow. Eating fast is horrible for your digestion system. I like to chew each bite of my food at least twenty times before swallowing. Sometimes I accidentally swallow at sixteen chews, but don’t tell my mother that.”

      “I wouldn’t dream of it,” Mary told Betty in a secretive voice. “Your secret is safe with me.”

      “Oh good,” Betty said in a relieved voice.

      Mary smiled, patted Betty’s hands, and climbed out of the car. She looked to her left and saw three boys tossing a baseball in the next yard. In the yard to her right, she saw four girls. One of the girls was jumping rope, two were sitting under a tree playing with their dolls, and the fourth girl was playing on a tire swing. A football was being tossed around out on the street by a group of boys who seemed very content staying close to home.

      A heavy sigh struck Mary’s heart. “Children,” she whispered and hurried up a front walk made of stone and lined with beautiful multicolor tulips. She stopped at the white front door, reached out, pushed a white button, and waited. Inside the house, a cozy set of doorbell chimes came to life and began to sing. “Be smart,” Mary warned herself, hearing footsteps.

      A few seconds later a tall, thin woman wearing a dark flower-patterned dress opened the front door. “Oh, Mrs. Holland,” Marla Anderson said in a shocked voice. She quickly wiped tears out of her eyes and straightened out her long brown hair. “I thought you were Sheriff Mables.”

      The sight of the teary-eyed mother broke Mary’s heart. “Marla, may I come inside?” she asked in an urgent voice. She looked over her shoulder and pointed at Betty. “This is urgent. Betty is keeping watch for me.”

      “Keeping watch? I don’t understand,” Marla said.

      “Is that the sheriff?” a worried voice asked. A man wearing a desperate expression appeared. “Oh, Mrs. Holland,” he said and ran his hands through thin brown hair that was quickly graying. “My wife and I were expecting the sheriff.”

      Mary watched Dave Anderson shove his hands down into the pockets of the gray slacks he was wearing and yank out a pack of Lucky Strikes. “Mitch hasn’t come home. He’s been missing since this morning,” he told Mary as he fished out a pack of matches and lit up. “What can we do for you?”

      Mary studied the white shirt Dave was wearing. Part of the shirt was untucked in places. It was obvious Dave had been pacing the floors, sitting down, standing up, pacing, sitting down, standing up and pacing all over again. “Mr. and Mrs. Anderson, I saw Mitch at Farmer Griffith’s farm.”

      “What?” Dave exclaimed.

      “Please,” Mary pleaded, “may I come inside?”

      “Of course,” Marla said and practically pulled Mary inside and rushed her into a clean, crisp living room full of flower-patterned furnishings, a piano, a polished bookshelf, and a lovely fireplace. “Please sit down. Can I get you anything to drink? Coffee, perhaps?”

      “Oh, no, I’m fine,” Mary assured Mrs. Anderson. She sat down on a soft couch facing a large bay window peeking out at the front yard. She waited for Dave to sit down in a chair. Marla quickly hurried to his side. “Mr. and Mrs. Anderson, I think Mitch, along with his friends, are in trouble.”

      “Oh my,” Marla gasped. She covered her mouth with her hands. “Dave, what are we going to do?”

      Dave took a draw off his cigarette. “Mrs. Holland, if you saw my son, why didn’t you bring him home?” he demanded in an upset voice.

      “I couldn’t,” Mary explained. “Mr. and Mrs. Anderson, a corrupt FBI agent by the name of Agent Green was basically preparing to hold me hostage at Farmer Griffith’s farm. This Suit is still in town and steaming around.” Mary placed her hands down on her lap. “My friend Betty showed up and saved the day. It was after Betty showed up, when I was standing beside my car, that I saw Mitch stick his head around the farmhouse. I pretended I needed to use the little girls’ room and managed to speak to Mitch without Agent Green knowing. After I spoke to him, I told him to run straight home.”

      Dave stared at Mary with worried eyes. “First Farmer Griffith was killed and now my son is missing.”

      “Sheriff Mables told you Farmer Griffith was killed, I assume?” Mary asked.

      Dave nodded. “He asked me to keep a tight lip on the man’s death,” he told Mary. “I didn’t know Farmer Griffith very well.” Dave tried to calm his nerves. “I teach English at the community college, Mrs. Holland. I buy my produce from the local market. I’m afraid I haven’t been out to Farmer Griffith’s farm in many, many years.”

      “But we are very sorry the poor man was killed,” Marla spoke up. “Mrs. Griffith was a member of the Flower Committee before she passed away. She was a warm and caring woman. Everyone on the committee adored her.”

      Dave patted his wife’s hand. “Marla, let’s focus on Mitch,” he said and looked at Mary. “You said Mitch and his friends are in trouble. Do you know what happened to our son, Mrs. Holland?”

      Mary glanced down at her hands, gathered her thoughts, and then looked up. “Mr. and Mrs. Anderson, Mitch told me he went to Farmer Griffith’s farm this morning to apologize to Farmer Griffith.”

      Dave nodded. “Mitch felt guilty about the fire. He’s a good boy, Mrs. Holland.”

      “I believe he is,” Mary agreed. “Mr. and Mrs. Anderson, Mitch is in danger,” she continued in a serious voice. “I don’t know who killed Farmer Griffith or who Agent Green is searching for, but I intend to find out. But right now, I want to talk to you about Mitch and what he told me.”

      Marla squeezed her husband’s hand. “What did Mitch tell you, Mrs. Holland?”

      “Mitch said he and his friends found a briefcase inside Farmer Griffith’s barn. He said the briefcase was full of papers with ‘funny’ writings. Now, I’m sure that that briefcase belongs to the person Agent Green is searching for.” Mary paused and studied Dave’s and Marla’s faces. Both appeared authentically shocked. “You two weren’t aware Mitch found a briefcase?” she asked.

      Dave shook his head. “No,” he said.

      “No,” Marla agreed with her husband. Strong guilt struck her worried eyes. “Mrs. Holland, my husband is away all day teaching. I belong to the Flower Committee and the Ladies’ Financial Board. I’m not always home with Mitch, I’m afraid.”

      “Our son could easily have sneaked a briefcase into his room or hid it in the garage,” Dave told Mary.

      “Mitch said he put the briefcase under his bed,” Mary explained. “Mr. and Mrs. Anderson, would it be okay if we went upstairs to his room?”

      “Of course,” Dave said. He jumped to his feet and doused his cigarette in a metal ashtray sitting on a polished coffee table. He led Mary up a flight of soft green carpeted stairs and raced down a short carpeted hallway. He stopped in front of a closed door. “This is Mitch’s room.”

      Marla ran her hands across the door. “Our son,” she said and nearly broke down.

      Dave put his arm around his wife. “Now, now,” he told Marla, “we have to be strong…for Mitch,” he said and choked back his own tears.

      “Maybe I should go in alone?” Mary offered.

      “No, we’ll go into our son’s room with you,” Marla told Mary as she slowly opened the door.

      Mary waited until the door was fully opened and then looked into a room that resembled a baseball park. It was clear that Mitch was a fan of the Boston Red Sox and their famous hitter, Ted Williams. Red Sox pennants were attached to every wall along with photos of Ted Williams and every baseball stadium known to man.

      “Mitch wants to grow up and play outfield for the Boston Red Sox. He’s not much of a hitter but he sure can catch,” Dave told Mary.

      “I bet he can,” Mary said. She stepped into the room, walked across the glossy hardwood floor, and stopped at a bed sitting under a window covered with a green curtain. She dropped down onto her knees, pushed a white and green quilt back, and looked under the bed, hoping to spot the briefcase. Instead, all she saw were a bunch of loose baseballs, a couple of baseball bats, a baseball magazine with Johnny Mize and Ernie Lombardi hugging the cover, and a couple of dust bunnies. “No briefcase,” she sighed and crawled back to her feet.

      “Maybe Mitch hid the briefcase in another location?” Marla suggested.

      “It’s very possible.” Mary looked around the bedroom. “Mr. and Mrs. Anderson, we’re looking at two likely scenarios: Mitch is either hiding because he’s afraid to come home or the person Agent Green is searching for somehow…grabbed Mitch before he managed to get home.” Mary kicked herself. “I shouldn’t have let Mitch leave. I should have figured out a way to take him back to town with me!”

      “You were dealing with your own problems, Mrs. Holland,” Marla tried to comfort Mary. “You did what you felt was right.”

      Mary looked into the faces of two distraught parents. “Mr. and Mrs. Anderson, my husband—”

      “John Holland,” Dave said.

      “Yes, John Holland,” Mary confirmed, walking over to a wooden writing desk and looking down at a few pieces of papers that had baseball figures scribbled all over them. “My husband and I can’t have any children.”

      “Oh, I’m so sorry,” Marla told Mary in a truly sorrowful voice.

      Mary turned and looked at Marla. “I’m sorry, too,” she said. “Because my husband and I can’t have any children, there is no way for me to understand what you’re feeling right now…how scared you truly must be…how worried your hearts must be. Your son is missing. A man is dead. An FBI agent is lurking around town…an FBI agent that is far from honest.” Mary looked down at her hands. “I’m very sorry for what you’re going through, but I’m afraid I must add to your worries.”

      Marla grabbed her husband’s hand. Dave took in a deep breath. “Okay, Mrs. Holland, we’re ready.”

      “What I’m about to tell you must stay inside this room,” Mary said.

      “You have our word,” Dave promised.

      Mary knew Dave was speaking the truth. Her words would not leave his son’s room. “Mr. and Mrs. Anderson, a note was found on Farmer Griffith’s body,” she began. “Farmer Griffith specifically mentioned my name in the note.”

      “What did the note say?” Dave asked.

      Mary walked over to the window, pulled back the green curtain, peered down at her car, and then told Dave and Marla Anderson what message Farmer Griffith had managed to leave her. Marla gasped. Dave closed his eyes and let out a worried moan. “My son finds a strange briefcase in a barn, a man is dead, an FBI agent is in town…what in the world is going on? Pineville is a small, quiet community. The worst that ever happens is a moonshiner might show up every now and then.”

      Marla walked over to her son’s bed and sat down. She put her face down in her hands and began to cry.

      “Oh, honey,” Mary said. She ran over to Marla and wrapped the woman in her arms. “I’m sure Mitch is safe. He’s a very smart kid.”

      “What if the person this Agent Green is searching for has my son?” Marla cried.

      Dave nervously pulled out a Lucky Strike and lit up. “Let’s try and think positive,” he told his wife. “Mitch is a smart boy. He’s not likely to let a stranger flatter him, especially not after Farmer Griffith’s barn burned down. No, Mitch isn’t likely to make friends with just anyone right now. My guess is he’s scared to come home because he knows I’m going to have to take the belt to his backside. I haven’t yet because…I know the fire was an accident. I guess I never will, to be honest, but Mitch doesn’t know that. I…let my anger speak for me last night and sent him to his room without supper, too.”

      Mary wasn’t sure what to say. She wasn’t a parent. She didn’t understand the trials and tribulations of parenthood. All she knew was that Mitch Anderson had to be found. But how? Mary didn’t know.

      “It’s okay,” she told Dave and Marla, speaking the only words she knew to speak. “We’ll find Mitch, you just wait and see. Why, he’ll be home in no time.”
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        * * *

      

      Dave walked Mary downstairs. “I’ll go visit each parent personally,” he told Mary, “and make sure they bring their sons to the house at eight sharp.”

      “I’ll be back then,” Mary told Dave. She stopped at the front door and looked at the staircase. “Will Mrs. Anderson be okay?”

      “My wife will sit in our son’s room for an hour or so and then come downstairs,” Dave explained. “It’s better to leave her alone.”

      Mary nodded. Dave reached past her and opened the front door.

      “I’ll be back at eight,” Mary said. “In the meantime, if you see Agent Green lurking about, make sure you avoid him. And please make sure no one follows you when you make your rounds.”

      “I’ll be careful,” Dave assured Mary. He looked outside, spotted the kids playing, and glanced down at his hands. “Mitch didn’t mean for Farmer Griffith’s barn to burn down. He’s a good boy, Mrs. Holland. He’s never been in any trouble before. Well, little stuff such as breaking a lamp or not making his bed, but never anything serious. But ever since that Brian Matlock kid moved to town…” Dave shook his head. “Mitch and his friends seem to be getting into all kinds of trouble. Last month they broke a street light. Now, I know my boy would never do that. Brian Matlock is a bad apple that’s poisoning the barrel.”

      “I’ve seen Brian Matlock around town. I agree he seems like a rotten kid.”

      “Chuck Lawson is Mitch’s best friend,” Dave told Mary. “Chuck is a good kid, and so are Wayne Weber and Nathan Harnnette. That Brian Matlock, he’s the menace.” Dave began to reach for another cigarette and then stopped. “I have to tell you, Mrs. Holland, I’m not anxious to visit the Matlock home and invite Gary Matlock and his wife over here tonight.”

      “I haven’t met Mr. and Mrs. Matlock.”

      “You’re blessed,” Dave told Mary in a sour voice. “Wilma Matlock isn’t as bad as her husband, but she has a mouth on her. Gary, why he could make a sailor blush. He moved his family here from Memphis. I wish he had stayed in Memphis.”

      “Where do the Matlocks live?” Mary inquired. She looked at her car and spotted Betty slowly and methodically eating her supper, chewing the required number of times to ensure healthy digestion.

      Dave pointed west. “On Field Road.”

      “That’s a nice part of town.”

      “Gary Matlock is a rich man,” Dave explained. “I don’t know what the man does for a living, and I have to admit, I don’t care, either.” Dave rubbed the back of his neck. “I’ll drive out to Gary’s house and invite him over tonight. I guess I have no other choice.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Anderson.”

      Dave nodded, walked back inside, and closed the front door.

      “Poor man,” Mary sighed and hurried to her car. “Betty, how is supper?” she asked.

      “Oh, fine,” Betty replied. She waited until Mary jumped into the driver’s seat before continuing. “I didn’t spot anyone out of the ordinary. Mrs. Hapsmith walked by with her poodle. Some of the boys teased the dog and Mrs. Hapsmith gave them a lip full.”

      “Dinner and a show, huh?” Mary asked, cranking up her car.

      “Huh?” Betty asked. Then her mind caught on. “Oh…dinner and a show…Mrs. Hapsmith fussing at the boys. Good one, Mary.”

      Mary smiled. Good ol’ Betty. “Okay, my dear friend, now it’s back to the farm.”

      “The farm?” Betty gulped.

      “The farm,” Mary said. She eased past the playing children, reached the end of the street, and took off like lightning. Betty closed her eyes and held on for dear life. “Betty, there’s a few things that are bothering my mind.”

      “What’s bothering you, Mary?” Betty asked in a shaky voice. “Oh, this isn’t good for my digestion.”

      “Sorry, kiddo, we’re on the clock. We have to be back at the Andersons’ at eight sharp,” Mary told Betty, speeding down a street lined with nice homes. She kept her eyes peeled for any kids who might be out playing.

      “I…suppose…speeding does make sense if we’re on the clock,” Betty replied and lifted one eye open.

      Mary gripped the steering wheel. “Why was Agent Green at Farmer Griffith’s farm? Mitch told me he saw Agent Green going through Farmer Griffith’s pockets… How did that snake narrow his search down to the farm?” Mary nibbled on her lip. “Could it be…”

      Betty lifted her other eye, turned her head, and looked at Mary. “Could it be what, Mary?” she dared to ask.

      Mary slid her car onto Brownleaf Avenue and kicked the gas pedal. “Could it be,” she said, feeling her heart racing, “that Agent Green…killed Farmer Griffith?”

      Betty nearly fainted. “Oh, Mary, that’s horrible. I mean, I know the man is a snake, but he is with the FBI.” Betty gulped. “If Agent Green killed Farmer Griffith that would mean—”

      “It would mean the FBI is a lawless organization,” Mary told Betty. “Betty, John spoke with Mr. Hoover once. He said the man is a black hole filled with corruption.” Mary continued to nibble on her lip and forced her mind back to Agent Green. “Okay, Mitch said he saw Agent Green going through Farmer Griffith’s pockets, right?”

      “Right,” Betty said, gripping her supper plate.

      “So the question we need to ask ourselves is how Agent Green ended up at Farmer Griffith’s farm, and why and when?”

      “Don’t forget the who and what,” Betty added.

      “Exactly,” Mary replied. She stopped nibbling her lip. “Agent Green either went to Farmer Griffith’s farm because he believed the person he is searching for was there…or that Farmer Griffith possessed information he wanted.” Mary glanced at Betty. “Farmer Griffith was buying coffee.”

      “Yes, I saw him,” Betty told Mary. “Mary, I’m not sure what the poor man buying coffee has to do with what’s happening.”

      “Everything,” Mary explained, speeding out toward the country. “Farmer Griffith might have been buying coffee for someone who was staying with him on his farm.” Mary narrowed her eyes. “Was Farmer Griffith hiding the person Agent Green is searching for? If that’s the case, that would mean the man was working for some shadow organization.”

      “Farmer Griffith?” Betty exclaimed.

      “I’m simply tossing possibilities into the air,” Mary told her best friend and zoomed down a back road at a high speed.

      Betty turned her head and viewed the beautiful countryside. In the distance, through a group of tall, lush trees, she spotted the river flowing lazily through the evening without a care in the world.

      “Betty, it does make sense. Mitch said he found a briefcase with papers in it. He said the papers had funny writings on them.”

      “You told me that, Mary,” Betty said. She grabbed her stomach. “Uh, Mary…dear…please stop the car.”

      Mary looked at Betty. The woman’s face was pale and sickly. “Oh my,” she said and hit the brakes. The car skidded to a stop. Betty threw the passenger’s door open, jumped out, ran to the side of the road, and lost her supper. “Oh, the poor dear.”

      Betty kept her head bowed as she threw up. When all was said and done and cleaned up, she turned around and looked at Mary with sad eyes. “I guess I didn’t chew enough,” she said in a pitiful voice.

      “Oh, Betty,” Mary cried. She jumped out of her car, ran to Betty, and checked on her. “Are you okay? Do you need me to take you to see Doc McLeod?”

      “Oh no,” Betty assured Mary. “Once I vomit I’m usually okay.” Betty drew in a few deep breaths. “The air smells like honeysuckle. I like that.”

      “Oh, Betty.” Mary laughed and hugged her friend. “Come on, let’s get going.”

      Betty stared at the car. “Mary, can I have a couple of minutes, please?”

      “Of course,” Mary said. She leaned against the passenger door and watched Betty begin smelling the air like a hummingbird sipping sweet nectar. “Betty, let’s pretend Agent Green didn’t kill Farmer Griffith. Let’s pretend that some undercover spy killed him and Agent Green is actually trying to catch a real-life bad guy.”

      “Okay, let’s pretend that,” Betty agreed.

      Mary folded her arms and kicked at the road. “Okay, let’s pretend that,” she said and let her mind walk around. “If we’re pretending that scenario is true, we have to ask ourselves a whole bunch of questions.”

      “Like what, Mary?”

      “Like how a real-life bad guy ended up on Farmer Griffith’s farm, to begin with,” Mary explained. Her gut gnawed at the question. “Betty, it doesn’t make sense that the person Agent Green is after accidentally ran across Farmer Griffith’s farm. It seems to me that—and I hate to admit this—Farmer Griffith might have been harboring a foreign spy.”

      “A foreign spy?” Betty asked. She grabbed the hood of the car and steadied herself.

      “Easy does it, girl,” Mary said and ran to Betty. “Are you going to faint?”

      “A foreign spy…my goodness,” Betty whispered. She looked at Mary with panic-stricken eyes. “Mary, how do you know a foreign spy is among us?”

      “Mitch said the papers he found in the briefcase had funny writing on it,” Mary explained. “I’m assuming those papers were written in a foreign language.”

      “Golly.”

      Mary studied Betty’s eyes. When she was confident her best friend wasn’t going to faint, she leaned back against the hood and folded her arms again. “Okay, let’s not get ahead of ourselves. Let’s focus on Farmer Griffith. You said you saw him buying coffee. Farmer Griffith told my husband he didn’t care for the taste of coffee.”

      “Maybe he acquired a new taste?” Betty suggested.

      “It’s possible,” Mary said, “but I don’t think so. “Farmer Griffith is dead. Mitch and his friends found a briefcase full of papers with funny writing on them. Mitch said he saw Agent Green going through Farmer Griffith’s pockets…and you saw Farmer Griffith buying coffee. No, Betty, I think Farmer Griffith was entertaining someone.” Mary began nibbling on her lip again. “And to put the cherry on the cake, Farmer Griffith didn’t insist the parents of the boys responsible for burning down his barn pay for a new barn.”

      “What does that mean?” Betty asked.

      “It means, at least to me, that Farmer Griffith didn’t want anyone on his farm,” Mary told Betty. Mary kicked at the road again. “Betty, if—and this is only an ‘if,’ so don’t faint on me—Farmer Griffith was harboring a foreign spy, that would mean that the killer has to be Agent Green.”

      Betty nearly fainted. “Mary, are you sure?” she asked, grabbing the hood of the car.

      “Why would the spy kill Farmer Griffith?” Mary asked Betty. “That wouldn’t make any sense.” Mary felt anger rise in her heart like a bubbling volcano. “Agent Green killed Farmer Griffith. I feel it in my bones, Betty. And for now, that’s the theory I’m going with.”

      “Oh dear,” Betty whispered. “I knew you were going to walk us into a storm.”

      “You bet,” Mary told Betty and patted her arm. “Come on, honey, we need to get to the farm.”

      Betty nervously nodded her head and ventured back into the passenger’s seat. Mary hurried around the car and jumped into the driver’s seat and got the car moving at a safe speed.

      “Oh, thank you,” Betty nearly cried.

      “I don’t want you to become sick again. I’m sorry I was driving so crazy before.”

      “You were in a hurry. It’s understandable,” Betty told Mary in a forgiving voice.

      Mary sighed. “You’re my best friend, Betty, and I love you to pieces. I just wish you would get mad at me sometimes and really let me have it.”

      Betty put her supper plate back in the brown paper bag. “Mary, I’ve learned through the years to never let my anger win over my heart. Yes, it’s true I let my lips loose on that awful Agent Green, but that person is not my family. You are.” Betty gently patted Mary’s arm. “You’ve always been so kind to me. Why would I get mad at you because you drove a little too fast and upset my stomach? You’re trying to figure out a very difficult and scary case. Who am I to hinder you?”

      Mary almost started to cry. “You’re quite a woman, Betty,” she told her friend in a loving voice. “I don’t know what I would ever do without you.”

      Betty blushed. “Who would correct all your typos?” she asked.

      “No one,” Mary answered and let out a tired laugh. “You’re the expert, Betty.” Mary kept the car moving down the road. “I’ve sure dragged you through some strange water, haven’t I? Remember when we were little girls and I took you to go blackberry hunting with me?”

      “And you decided you wanted to go explore Milton’s Cave instead.” Betty shivered all over. “We got lost for two whole days. I thought we were going to die.”

      “Thank goodness the search party found us.” Mary let out another tired laugh. “We lived off blackberries and canteen water the entire time. Do you know I can’t eat a blackberry anymore?”

      Betty let out a sweet giggle. “Me neither.”

      Mary smiled. “You stand by me through thick and thin, honey, and I’m very grateful for you.”

      Betty blushed again. “Oh, what are friends for?”

      “Not friends…sisters,” Mary corrected Betty and drove her car to Farmer Griffith’s farm without saying another word. When she arrived at the farm she saw a strange figure dash inside the house.

      “Betty!” she yelled, pointing to the front door of the farmhouse. “Did you see what I saw?” she asked as she skidded to a stop.

      “I saw…a person wearing a black coat run into the house,” Betty told Mary in a scared voice. “Oh, Mary,” she said and grabbed Mary’s arm, “please, let’s drive back into town and get Sheriff Mables. Please.”

      Mary stared at the farmhouse, certain that the strange person was either watching her car from inside or dashing out the back door and making a clean run for it. She felt scared and excited at the same time. Her legs wanted to jump out of the car and run into the farmhouse and give chase. But her mind screamed caution at her.

      “The person we saw most likely has a gun,” Mary said and quickly backed up, turned around, and sped away.

      Betty let out a sigh of relief. But her relief was short-lived when Mary stopped the car out of sight from the farmhouse. “What are you doing?” she asked.

      Mary opened the driver’s side door. “Honey, I need you to drive back into town and get Sheriff Mables. I’m going to stay behind and keep an eye on the farm.”

      Betty fainted. Mary put her hands up in the air and began fanning her best friend. Eventually, Betty came to, and after making sure she was okay, Mary took off on foot into the countryside.

      Unknown to Mary, the strange person Mary had spotted running into the farmhouse jumped onto a 1940 Indian 4-cylinder motorcycle parked beside the back door and looked toward town.
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      Mary crept past a tall pine tree swaying in the wind and maneuvered her way to the winding waters of Blue Diamond River. The river was flowing smoothly, running deep and shallow in certain places, walking over wet rocks and fallen trees. The sound of crickets chirping in the late day mingled with the hum of the river, creating a tune of perfect harmony; in the distance, a woodpecker was eating away at a poor, unsuspecting tree. Mary loved every sound that entered her ears and every sight that reached her eyes. The countryside of Pineville, Tennessee was absolutely gorgeous.

      But, she reminded herself, reaching the river, danger was in the air, and it was no time to be sightseeing. “I have to be very careful and very—”

      Mary stopped talking. In the distance, she heard the sound of a motorcycle racing down the road. She spun around just in time to see the strange person she had spotted at Farmer Griffith’s farm race by through a group of trees.

      “Oh no,” Mary whined and kicked the ground in frustration. “Now what?”

      All alone and with no wheels to carry her back into town, Mary felt desperate. She stood with her hands on her hips until the sound of the motorcycle faded in the distance and the soothing sound of the chirping crickets returned.

      “Well, I surely can’t chase down a motorcycle on foot,” she said. “I guess I have no other choice but to go back to Farmer Griffith’s farm and take a look around. Yes, that’s what I’ll do. I’ll go to Farmer Griffith’s farm and take a good look around. It’s obvious that whoever that stranger is, he…or she…is still hiding out on the farm.”

      Mary hiked back to Farmer Griffith’s farm and cautiously jogged up to the farmhouse. “Drat,” she fussed. “The front door is locked.” Mary studied the front porch and then decided to try the back door. To her relief, the back door was unlocked. She eased the door open and crept into the farmhouse. The farmhouse felt eerie and silent—too silent. The floor creaked under her feet and whined at every step she took.

      “First, let’s check and see if there is any coffee,” Mary whispered. She tiptoed over to a long green counter. A white sugar container, a yellow flour container, and a brown coffee container sat on the counter next to each other, as nice as you please. Mary lifted the lid off the coffee container and looked inside. “Half full,” she whispered. “And the air, it smells like coffee, too.”

      Mary turned and examined the kitchen. A gray coffee pot sat on a gas stove. She hurried over to the stove and touched the coffee pot. “Still warm.” Mary swung away from the stove and hurried over to a white General Electric refrigerator and pulled the door open and studied the contents. “There’s enough food in here to feed two people,” she said. “Now why didn’t I think to check this refrigerator earlier? Oh, Mary, you klutz.”

      Mary closed the refrigerator and looked around. “Farmer Griffith, who are you?” she whispered. “And who were you hiding?” Silence answered Mary. She felt cold and creepy, expecting the stranger to burst out at her at any second even though she clearly knew the threat of danger was racing back toward town.

      But when Mary heard the floorboards begin creaking upstairs, she froze. Panic grabbed her mind and heart. Someone was in the farmhouse; someone other than her.

      “Easy, girl,” she whispered in a shaky voice. Her eyes ran to the sink and spotted a kitchen knife. Mary tiptoed over to the sink and grabbed the knife as the stairs began to creak. Whoever was inside the farmhouse was now sneaking down the stairs. Mary bit her lip and looked at the back door. Sure, she could run, but where would she run to? Besides, she was wearing high heels and whoever was in the farmhouse might easily chase her down…or shoot her in the back if she tried to run.

      “I have a knife!” Mary yelled in a fierce tone; at least she tried to sound fierce. In reality, her voice sounded terrified and weak.

      Silence fell. Mary gripped the knife and waited for danger to appear as her heart ran laps. Surely, Mary thought, whoever was inside the farmhouse, easing down the stairs, was in cahoots with the stranger she had seen zoom by on the motorcycle. Surely whoever was inside the farmhouse, easing down the stairs, was going to attack her at any second and possibly kill her. Surely whoever was inside the farmhouse, easing down the stairs, was a mean killer with no heart and soul.

      “Mrs. Holland, is that you?” a scared voice called out.

      Mary’s mouth dropped open. “Mitch Anderson?”

      “Yeah!” Mitch yelled in a scared voice.

      “Oh!” Mary tossed the kitchen knife into the sink and ran into the living room. She found a scared little boy standing at the bottom of the stairs. “Mitch, I told you to run home. Your folks are worried sick about you.”

      “I started to run home, honest,” Mitch declared. “But golly, then I got to thinking that the man I saw going through Farmer Griffith’s pockets might find me and hurt my folks. So I came back here. Only, when I did, this lady showed up. I got real scared, so I went and hid under Farmer Griffith’s bed like a real chicken.”

      “Oh, you’re not a chicken,” Mary told Mitch. She examined the boy. The tan shirt he was wearing over a pair of worn yard jeans was covered with dust. “You’re a mess,” she said and began brushing the dust off Mitch’s shirt. “I have to admit that I was very scared when I heard you coming down the stairs. I didn’t know who you were.”

      “I didn’t think anyone was inside the house,” Mitch confessed. “I was getting ready to make a run for it after I heard the lady drive away on that motorcycle.”

      Mary walked Mitch into the kitchen and poured him a glass of water. “Mitch,” she asked, “what did this lady look like? What was her appearance?”

      Mitch took the glass of water from Mary and chugged it down. He sure was thirsty. “She was really pretty,” Mitch explained and then made a confused face. “But Mrs. Holland, she spoke real funny.”

      Mary folded her arms. “Real funny?” she asked.

      “Sure, she walked around talking to herself. Her voice sounded real funny,” Mitch explained. “She sure sounded mighty worried. Don’t matter how a person talks, funny or plain, you can always tell when they’re worried.”

      Mary nodded her head. “Mitch, what else did this lady look like?”

      “Well,” Mitch said, handing the water glass back to Mary, “she looked about your age…about your height…she wasn’t fat…and she sure wasn’t thin like a broom.” Mitch scratched his head. “I only got a real good look at her when she was leaving. I watched her leave from the upstairs window.”

      “Could you point this lady out if you saw her again?”

      “You bet,” Mitch said in a proud voice.

      Mary nodded her head. “Now, Mitch, I have to ask you another question and I need you to be honest with me.”

      “Mrs. Holland, I’m too scared and in too much trouble to tell a fib,” Mitch said. He rubbed his backside and made a painful face. “Oh boy, I’m already gonna get a whipping like never before and I don’t need to add to it.”

      Mary fought back a grin. “I’m sure your daddy is going to go easy on you…this time around,” she promised Mitch.

      “Gee, you think?” Mitch asked in a hopeful voice.

      “Sure,” Mary said and rubbed Mitch’s head. “Now Mitch, I need you to tell me where the briefcase is you found in the barn. The briefcase isn’t in your bedroom.”

      “You bet it ain’t!” Mitch exclaimed.

      “You told me you hid the briefcase under your bed.”

      “But I didn’t tell you I decided to hide it someplace better,” Mitch added.

      Mary walked Mitch over to the kitchen table and sat him down. “Okay, Mitch Anderson, spill the beans.”

      Mary squirmed around in his chair a little. “Well, golly, Mrs. Holland, when I made up my mind to come back here and apologize to Farmer Griffith, I decided to bring that briefcase with me and hide it on his land. I sure didn’t want to get in trouble for stealing, too…I thought if I hid the briefcase and…kinda told Farmer Griffith where it was…he might not be so mad at me and…well, accept my apology.”

      Mary let a smile touch her lips. The logic of a scared child was very sweet and endearing. “I’m sure Farmer Griffith would have been very proud of you for coming back to his farm to apologize and return the briefcase.”

      “Maybe…I’m not sure,” Mitch said in a sad voice. “When his barn went up in flames, me and the guys sure skedaddled like a bunch of scared chickens. I ain’t proud of myself. I reckon Farmer Griffith wasn’t too proud of me, either.”

      Mary put out her right hand and lifted Mitch’s chin. “Mitch, we all make mistakes, but it takes a big person to admit his mistakes. You may be living in a small body right now, but you have the heart of a brave man.”

      “Golly, really?” Mitch exclaimed. “Do you really mean that, Mrs. Holland?”

      “I sure do.” Mary smiled. “Now, why don’t you and I take a walk and you can show me where you hid the briefcase.”

      Mitch hesitated. “I don’t know, Mrs. Holland,” he said. “That funny-talking lady wants that briefcase awful bad. I kept hearing her say the word ‘briefcase’ over and over again. You might get into a lot of trouble if I show you where the briefcase is.” Mitch scratched the back of his head again. “My daddy always says that it’s better to leave well enough alone.”

      Mary understood Mitch’s reluctance. And maybe, she thought, for the time being, it would be smarter to leave the briefcase hidden. After all, she thought, Agent Green was still on the prowl, as was the strange lady Mitch had seen. If she forced Mitch to show her where the briefcase was hidden and she took it back to town, why, she might be risking her very life, and the lives of other innocent people. Besides, the briefcase was a powerful tool to use in case she got into a sticky bind.

      “Okay, Mitch, we’ll leave well enough alone for now. But I do want you to tell me where the briefcase is hidden instead of showing me.”

      Mitch kicked his legs in the air, thought for a minute, and then nodded his head. “Okay, that seems fair,” he told Mary and carefully explained where the briefcase was hidden. “Got it?” he asked.

      “You bet.” Mary smiled. “Now, let’s get out of here and get back to town.”

      “I was hoping you would say that.”

      Mary grabbed Mitch’s hand and walked him outside. The air was fresh and tasted wonderful. “We have a long walk ahead of us and…” Mary paused. “Oh, drat,” she said.

      “What’s wrong, Mrs. Holland?”

      “I told Betty to drive back into town and bring the sheriff back with her,” Mary told Mitch. “Looks like we’re going to have to stay here and wait. If Betty shows up and I’m not here, why, she’ll faint again.”

      Mitch bit his thumbnail and looked around. “Sure is creepy,” he told Mary. “The farm was never creepy before. But now that I saw Farmer Griffith…dead…well, that changes everything, doesn’t it?”

      “I’m afraid so,” Mary told Mitch. She took his hand and walked him around to the front porch. “We’ll just wait right here, okay? I’m sure the sheriff will be along shortly.”

      Mitch looked around again and then decided to sit down on the bottom step of the front porch. “Mrs. Holland?” he asked.

      “Yes, Mitch?”

      Mitch put his chin down on his hands and made a confused face. “Why would an old guy like Farmer Griffith have a funny-talking lady on his farm?”

      “That’s a very good question,” Mary told Mitch, sitting down beside him. She looked out at the small field and let her eyes rest on the growing watermelons. “I wish I knew the answer to your question. I sure intend to find the answer, that’s for sure.”

      Mitch sighed. “Mrs. Holland?”

      “Yes?”

      “Was…Farmer Griffith…a spy?” Mitch asked. “I know that sounds like a dumb question, but I can’t help to wonder, that’s all.” Mitch looked up at Mary. “My best friend, Chuck, well, he really likes those detective magazines. He’s always going around talking about spies. When we found the briefcase with those funny papers inside, Chuck sure had himself a fit. He kept saying over and over again that Farmer Griffith was a spy.” Mitch sighed again. “Mrs. Holland…this might sound awful crazy, but maybe…Chuck was right?”

      Mary looked down at Mitch. The boy was far too young to be chewing on such difficult questions. Yet, she thought, the boy deserved the truth instead of a weak, watered down explanation. “Mitch, I don’t know if Farmer Griffith was a spy or not, but I’m sure the lady you saw is a spy. The man you saw going through Farmer Griffith’s pockets is an FBI agent named Agent Green. I’m pretty certain he’s trying to find the lady you saw. But,” Mary stated in a careful voice, “Agent Green is sour, Mitch, and no good. Stay far, far away from him, do you hear me?” Mitch nodded his head. “Good boy,” Mary said. “Farmer Griffith is dead, Mitch. He can’t tell us why the lady you saw was here at his farm or why he was allowing her to stay here. But if the lady is a spy, then that means—”

      “Farmer Griffith had dirt on his face, yeah, I kinda figured,” Mitch finished for Mary.

      Mary patted Mitch’s shoulder and let silence fall as her mind began to study many different questions. A few minutes later, she spotted Sheriff Mables racing down the driveway toward the farmhouse with Betty inside. Agent Green was following close behind in his own car. “It’s time to go home, Mitch,” she said.

      Mitch stood up, nervously brushed at his pants, and sighed. “I sure hope my daddy isn’t going to take the belt to me. I’m plum tuckered out and too tired to get a whipping.”

      Mary put her arm around Mitch and walked him out to the driveway as the late evening began to turn purple in the west.
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        * * *

      

      Dave Anderson grabbed his son and hugged him before the boy could say a word. “Mitch!”

      “Mitch? Is that Mitch?” Marla cried and raced outside. When she saw her son she burst into tears, ran to Mitch, and grabbed him from her husband. “Oh, Mitch!”

      “I’m sorry, Mom.” Mitch began to cry. He wrapped his arms around his mother and planted his face on her shoulder. “I was only trying to protect you and Dad, honest. Mrs. Holland told me to go home but I got scared for you, honest as the sky is blue.”

      Dave put his hand on Mitch’s back. He looked at Mary with tear-filled eyes. “Thank you for bringing us our son, Mrs. Holland.”

      Mary smiled. “He’s a fine boy, Mr. Anderson.”

      Mitch lifted his head. “Mrs. Holland, you ain’t leaving, are you?” he asked.

      Mary lifted her head and studied a clear night sky filled with beautiful, shining stars. “No, Mitch, we have a meeting in about ten minutes.” Mary looked at Dave. “Thank you for changing the meeting time for me.”

      Dave patted Mitch’s back. “I—” he began to speak but stopped when he saw a black car appear and park behind Mary’s car. Mary looked at the car and spotted Agent Green sitting behind the steering wheel.

      “That’s the snake,” Mary warned Dave and Marla. “Marla, please get Mitch inside.”

      Marla hurried Mitch into the house and closed the front door as Agent Green pushed the driver’s side door open and stepped out into the night. He locked a pair of angry eyes on Mary.

      Before Agent Green could walk two steps, Sheriff Mables raced up behind his car and parked. He eyed Agent Green with caution. So far Agent Green had not broken any laws or harmed anyone, so Sheriff Mables was powerless to force the guy to leave town. All he could do was become Agent Green’s shadow, which was beginning to annoy Agent Green to a great extent.

      “Nice night, isn’t it, Agent Green?” Sheriff Mables said, stepping out of his car.

      Agent Green snatched a Lucky Strike out of the pocket of his suit and lit up. “Sheriff, I’m beginning to wonder why you’re following me,” he said in a low growl.

      Sheriff Mables looked at Mary and Dave and then pulled a silver pocket watch out of his front pocket. He snatched the watch open and checked the time. “I have business here,” he told Agent Green. “What are you doing here?”

      “A little bird told me there was going to be a meeting here tonight,” Agent Green told Sheriff Mables, taking a draw from his cigarette. He pointed at Mary. “It was…lucky…that Mrs. Holland found the missing boy, wasn’t it?”

      Sheriff Mables put his pocket watch away and rested his right hand on the gun sitting on his hip. He wasn’t much for gunplay, but he sure wasn’t going to let the likes of Agent Vince Green spook a good woman like Mary Holland. “I don’t want you bothering Mrs. Holland anymore, do you hear me?”

      Agent Green snarled. “Sheriff, I have the full authority to question whoever I deem necessary. Mrs. Holland’s name was found on a note written by a dead man. I want to know why. Until I find the answers I need, I will continue to question Mrs. Holland. Is that clear?”

      Sheriff Mables shook his head. “No, pal, it’s not clear,” he barked. “Now you listen to me and listen close, you slimy piece of river scum. You asked Mrs. Holland your questions and she answered you. If you continue to harass her I’m going to chase you out of town. Is that clear?”

      Agent Green locked eyes with Sheriff Mables. The sheriff wasn’t bluffing, nor was he prepared to stand down. The man meant business. “Sheriff, don’t push me.”

      “I’ll push as hard as I need to,” Sheriff Mables warned Agent Green. “Now why don’t you stop the game you’re playing and start answering some of my questions. What are you doing in my town and how did you end up on Farmer Griffith’s farm?”

      Agent Green looked away from Sheriff Mables. “Sheriff, my purpose for being in this part of the country is confidential. Your ears are not privileged to hear certain information.” Agent Green studied Mary and then looked back at Sheriff Mables. He decided to try to pull the sheriff onto his side instead of making the man his enemy. “Sheriff, we’re both on the same side of the law,” he said. “Maybe I’m being too strict…maybe certain protocols can be…stretched a little.”

      “Maybe?” Sheriff Mables replied, keeping his hand on his gun.

      Agent Green nodded. “You see, Sheriff, I believe it’s possible that Mrs. Holland could be working for the communists.”

      “What?!” Sheriff Mables exploded in rage. “Why, that’s the craziest thing I’ve ever heard in my life. John and Mary Holland are decent folks. Why, John Holland is risking his life as we speak. He’s flying bombing missions over Europe and—”

      Agent Green held up his left hand. “Why did Farmer Griffith write down Mrs. Holland’s name on the note I found on his body?”

      “Why…I…” Sheriff Mables tried desperately to answer Agent Green’s question. Only, he couldn’t.

      Agent Green grinned. “Precisely, Sheriff,” he said in a stony voice. “Now you understand why I have to be…aggressive…in my investigation. Mrs. Holland is hiding certain answers from me, Sheriff…answers I need to protect our great country from the communists.”

      “But Mary Holland isn’t no communist,” Sheriff Mables declared.

      “Are you certain?” Agent Green asked, taking a draw off his Lucky Strike. “Are you aware that her husband spoke with Mr. Hoover in the past?”

      “Sure,” Sheriff Mables told Agent Green. “Mr. Hoover passed through Pineville on his way to Memphis. He stopped and had lunch in the diner the same time John was having lunch. John managed to get a few words out of the guy and that was that.”

      “So it appears,” the agent told Sheriff Mables. “Sheriff, nothing is what it appears to be.” Agent Green pointed at Mary. “That woman’s name was found on a note written by a man who was harboring a wanted spy. I want to know why.”

      “A wanted spy…Farmer Griffith…why, you’re crazy!” Sheriff Mables yelled at Agent Green. “Farmer Griffith was a close friend and a decent man.”

      Agent Green backed off. He had filled Sheriff Mables with enough information to force the man to begin doubting his own truth. Now it was time to use the same tactic on the parents who were due to arrive for this late-night meeting. Mary Holland had to be marked with a black label. Only then, Agent Green knew, would he be able to force the woman to talk. By destroying her life, he would cripple her will to fight. Playing nice had failed. Now it was time to get tough with a woman who was refusing to cooperate; it was time to break the will of the people.

      “Sheriff, think over what I told you. In the meantime,” he said, nodding at an approaching car, “the meeting is about to begin.” Agent Green threw down his cigarette, stamped it out, and walked up to Dave and showed him his credentials. “I want to attend the meeting you’re holding in your home tonight, Mr. Anderson. Actually, I’m afraid I must insist.”

      Dave stared at Agent Green, who pasted a phony but believable smile on his face. “Uh…of course, Agent Green.”

      “Thank you for your cooperation, Mr. Anderson,” Agent Green replied, putting away his credentials. He looked at Mary. “Mrs. Holland, it was very good of you to find the missing boy. I’m sure Mr. and Mrs. Anderson are very relieved to have their son safely back home.”

      Mary stared at Agent Green. The man was a true snake. “Why don’t you pack sand,” she snarled. “Your kind makes me sick.”

      “Mrs. Holland,” Dave said in a shocked voice.

      “No, no,” Agent Green said, putting on a phony voice, “Mrs. Holland has every right to speak her mind. After all, we are living in the land of the free and brave, Mr. Anderson.” Agent Green grinned at Mary without Dave spotting him. “In America, a person is free to speak his or her thoughts, isn’t that right, Mrs. Holland? And it’s my duty to protect that freedom, Mr. Anderson. It’s my duty to protect the very foundations this great country was founded on.”

      Mary nearly vomited. She looked over her shoulder and saw a car parking on the opposite side of the street. A man and woman climbed out of the car with their son. “The Lawsons are here,” Dave told Agent Green. “Excuse me, please.”

      Dave walked down the driveway and greeted his friends. “You’re a snake,” Mary told Agent Green. “I’m going to see to it that these people know just what kind of snake you are, too.”

      Agent Green grinned. “Mrs. Holland, tell me why your name was on the note and I’ll walk away right now. If you refuse, I’m going to be forced to play…outside of the safety lines.” Agent Green nodded toward the house. “Also, I want to know how you knew the missing boy was at the farm.” He looked back at Mary. “Your name was found on a note written by a dead man. And then you somehow manage to find a missing boy on a farm I ordered you to stay away from. I’m sure some people in this little town might find that mighty curious, wouldn’t you think?”

      “Listen—”

      “No, you listen,” Agent Green snapped. “You visited Farmer Griffith and questioned him about his barn burning down. Shortly after, I found the man dead. Perhaps you killed him, Mrs. Holland. Perhaps I should arrest you for murder.”

      “Farmer Griffith’s note proves I didn’t kill him!” Mary snapped.

      “Perhaps you forced him to write the note before he died,” Agent Green snapped back. He snatched a Lucky Strike out and lit up. “The shadow of suspicion is weighing heavy on your shoulders, Mrs. Holland. I expected it would. That’s why I followed the sheriff out of the diner and gave you enough rope to hang yourself. I knew you were up to something.”

      Mary stared at Agent Green. She wanted to slap the man back into time. Instead, she slowly began to understand that the guy was speaking the truth. The shadow of suspicion was tied to her back and creating a very long trail. She had interviewed Farmer Griffith before he died. Her name was found on the note he had written before being killed. And, Mary thought miserably, she had returned to the farm and found Mitch, which meant people might ask why she even returned to the farm to begin with. On top of that, Mary thought, she had seen the spy who was loose in Pineville, she knew where the secret briefcase was hidden, and she knew Farmer Griffith had been harboring the spy in his farmhouse. All Agent Green had to do was simply make those secrets known to the fine people of Pineville and her trustworthy reputation would be destroyed—her entire life would be destroyed. And what would John say? What would he do?

      Oh boy, Mary thought, was she ever in a mess. “I went back to the farm to look for clues.”

      “Is that what you’re going to tell these fine people?” Agent Green asked Mary.

      “I’m going to tell them about the note Farmer Griffith left and warn them to protect their children,” Mary fired at Agent Green. “Is that so horrible, Agent Green? Is it so horrible to care about people?”

      Agent Green grinned. “People are worthless unless they can perform a reasonable function for the greater cause,” he said and walked away toward the front door.

      Sheriff Mables strolled up to Mary. “I heard every word that skunk told you, Mary,” he said in a worried voice. “He…has you in a bind, I’m afraid.” Sheriff Mables rubbed the back of his neck as other worried parents began to arrive. “I’m sure glad you found Mitch, but going back to the farm sure didn’t help matters much.”

      “I know, I know,” Mary fussed. She wanted to tell Sheriff Mables about the strange woman she saw and about the briefcase and be done with the entire mess. But Mary knew if she confessed the truth she might look guilty in the eyes of the man she had trusted all of her life—and that was exactly what Agent Green wanted; the man was intent on injecting distrust among the people Mary was closest to. “I wish John was here. He’d handle Agent Green and run that snake out of town.”

      Sheriff Mables stared at Mary. “Mary, forgive me asking you this, but…why did Farmer Griffith write your name down on the note Agent Green found on his body?”

      Mary sighed. “He was warning me to protect the children, Sheriff.”

      “Sure, sure,” Sheriff Mables said as he watched Agent Green let himself inside the Andersons’ house like a snake sneaking into a chicken house, “but why you? Why would Farmer Griffith specifically name you out? Why didn’t he write down my name if the children are in danger? I am the sheriff, after all.”

      Mary looked down at her purse. She didn’t know how to answer Sheriff Mables’ questions. “Sheriff, I don’t know why Farmer Griffith wrote down my name. All I can honestly assume is that my name was the first name that came to his mind because…maybe my face was the last face he saw before he died.” Mary knew her explanation sounded cheesy and fishy.

      Sheriff Mables tapped his gun belt with his right hand. “Well, Mitch Anderson is home safe and sound, and that’s something,” he said and walked away.

      Mary raised her eyes and watched Sheriff Mables let himself inside. A few seconds later, Dave walked up to her with Matt and Carla Lawson and introduced his friends to Mary even though Mary knew Carla Lawson very well. Carla owned the local dress shop in town.

      “I’m grateful you could come,” Mary told the Lawsons. She looked down and spotted a blond-headed boy with freckles studying the driveway with guilty eyes. “Hello, Chuck,” she said.

      Chuck kicked at the driveway and mumbled a hello. Matt Lawson nudged his son with his right arm. “You say hello the proper way or it’s the belt again.”

      Chuck raised his eyes, looked at Mary, and said hello.

      “Well, I guess we better get inside,” Carla told Mary and walked away with her husband and son.

      Dave watched his friends walk inside his home and then turned to Mary. “You were right,” he whispered, “that Agent Green is as sour as they come. You better be careful of him, Mary, because he’s up to no good. I know these things because I teach college students.”

      Mary looked at the house. Inside lurked a snake preparing to strike at her. “Oh, John, why do you have to be so far away?” she whispered in a scared voice and then walked back to her car and looked in on Betty. Betty was munching on a piece of blueberry pie, carefully chewing each bite the required number of times. At least there was still Betty…good ol’ Betty.
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      Agent Green methodically placed his hands behind his back, like a general preparing to give a long speech, and searched the faces of worried parents. The living room was jammed full of worried faces, cigarette smoke, and coffee cups.

      “I’m very grateful that you decided to attend this meeting at such a late hour,” Agent Green began and threw an eye at Mary. Mary was standing in the living room doorway next to Sheriff Mables. “As you all know by now, Farmer Griffith is dead.”

      “Oh dear,” Melinda Harnnette gasped and chugged down a cup of coffee. The woman looked pale and on the verge of fainting. Melinda Harnnette worked at the bank and never was the type of woman who took bad news very well. Her plump face was one that preferred a cozy evening in a warm bakery rather than sitting in a stuffy living room digesting bad news.

      Agent Green nodded. “That’s right,” he said, “Farmer Griffith’s death is a very serious matter.”

      Jim Harnnette folded his arms over his chest. He was a short man, but his temper was one of a giant. Every citizen in Pineville knew the short man who owned the local feed and seed store was someone you didn’t run your mouth to. Of course, Mary thought, staring at Jim, the man did look a bit silly in a pair of overalls that was one size too large, and poor Melinda looked like an overdressed queen. But opposites did attract, and love was love. “My boy had nothing to do with Farmer Griffith’s death, Agent Green. I’m here at this meeting because I was told my boy’s life is in danger and I want to know who threatened him.”

      “That’s right,” Jack and Marion Weber said. Jack stood up from the couch, straightened out the gray suit he was wearing, checked his smooth gray hair, and cleared his throat. “Agent Green, my wife and I demand to know who threatened our son. As you can see, there are some very concerned parents present tonight.” Jack was a lawyer who was used to difficult courtroom dramas. Only now his voice was a little shaky and his face strained with worry instead of confidence and control.

      “Please,” Marion pleaded. She stood up next to her husband. “Agent Green, we need answers.”

      Agent Green glanced at the dark blue dress Marion was wearing. The woman, in his view, looked like a silly blueberry with graying red hair; in reality, Marion was a lovely woman who was aging gracefully. “At the moment, Mrs. Weber, I don’t know who has threatened your son. But perhaps Mrs. Holland does. After all,” Agent Green threw his eyes at Mary, “her name was found on a note Farmer Griffith wrote before he was killed. And as of now, Mrs. Holland has refused to tell me how or why her name ended up on that note.”

      Gary Matlock looked at Mary with hard, angry eyes. The man resembled a tough lumberjack who was always looking for a fight. The white sleeves on the white button-up shirt he was wearing were rolled up and his face was snarled into a knot. “Yeah, what about that?” he demanded of Mary.

      Mary watched Gary slap his thinning brown hair away from his eyes and then throw his arms together. Amy Matlock looked down at her hands with nervous eyes. She was a small woman who was obviously trained to speak only when allowed. But her son’s life was in danger and she wasn’t about to let her tongue remain locked. “Mrs. Holland, what my husband means is that we, like every parent here tonight, need answers. Please.” Amy lifted her hands and pulled on a yellow and white shawl. Even though the night was warm, she felt very cold.

      Matt Lawson took a drag off his Lucky Strike and looked at Mary. Matt was a simple man who never had a harsh word to say about anyone. He never wore fancy suits and always settled for a pair of slacks and a simple button-up shirt. But tonight, his face was wearing a very complicated and upset expression that told Mary the man was not prepared to offer any kind words. “Mary, what’s this all about?”

      Mary looked at Matt. The poor man’s graying hair was surely going to grow grayer before the night was over. “Mr. Lawson—”

      Agent Green interrupted Mary. “Mrs. Holland, I want to point out that we are to the point where I am no longer willing to accept your lies. I’m sure the worried faces you see before you tonight would agree with me. We need answers, Mrs. Holland—direct and truthful answers.”

      “Why, you slimy slug,” Mary barked, “I’ve been—”

      Sheriff Mables nudged Mary with his arm and shook his head. “That’s not the way of it tonight, Mary.”

      “Thank you, Sheriff,” Agent Green said. He walked his eyes around the room. “Concerned parents, your sons are upstairs in a secure room. But outside of the safety of this house lurks an immediate danger. Now, I promise that I will do my absolute best to eliminate that danger, but I can’t do so without the cooperation of the citizens of Pineville.” Agent Green pointed a hard finger at Mary. “Mrs. Holland is refusing to cooperate with me.”

      “Why are you giving Agent Green a hard time?” Gary Matlock barked at Mary.

      “Please, Mr. Matlock,” Agent Green told Gary, tossing a fake smile at him, “I understand you’re upset, but we must control our tempers. Isn’t that right, Mrs. Holland?”

      Mary stared at Agent Green. “I have been truthful with you. I don’t know why Farmer Griffith named me on the note he wrote before he died. I drove out to his farm and interviewed him about his barn. That was the last time I ever saw him alive,” Mary explained, feeling her words leaving her mouth like watered down coffee.

      “Perhaps you wouldn’t mind telling these concerned parents how you knew little Mitch Anderson was hiding at Farmer Griffith’s farm, then?” Agent Green asked Mary. “Mrs. Holland, would you also explain why you went back to Farmer Griffith’s farm when I directed you to stand clear and not interfere with my investigation?”

      Dave tapped an unlit Lucky Strike against his knee and studied Mary’s face. Mary had brought his son home safe and sound and now she was being eaten alive by a hungry wolf. He had to help her. “Coffee, anyone?” he asked, deliberately trying to wedge interference into the tense situation.

      “Yes, would anyone like a refill?” Marla rushed in. Like her husband, she too understood that Mary was being fed to the sharks.

      “No thanks,” Gary said and pointed at Mary. “I think Agent Green asked you some questions, lady. Answer him.”

      “Watch your tone,” Sheriff Mables warned Gary. Gary huffed and mumbled a few words under his breath.

      “Mrs. Holland, perhaps I’m getting ahead of myself,” Agent Green said, pretending to be a calm and concerned FBI agent. “Let’s return to my first question, shall we? Why was your name on the note Farmer Griffith wrote?”

      “I don’t know,” Mary told Agent Green, forcing her voice to remain calm.

      “Oh, come now,” Agent Green said in a condemning voice, “a man was murdered in cold blood, Mrs. Holland. The same man wrote your name down on a note that I found on his body.”

      “That same man warned me that the lives of innocent children are in danger, too,” Mary pointed out. “That’s why I called this meeting tonight. If I was guilty of anything do you believe I would be standing in this house tonight?”

      Agent Green lit another Lucky Strike. “Guilty people play many games, Mrs. Holland.” He took a draw off his cigarette and slowly exhaled. “I found you at Farmer Griffith’s farm twice today.”

      Mary saw the faces of each parent staring at her with eyes that told her they were beginning to question her honesty. “I drove out to Farmer Griffith’s farm the first time to meet Sheriff Mables.”

      “And the second time?” Agent Green asked and waited for Mary to dig herself into a hole.

      Mary fiddled with the coffee cup in her hand. Her back was up against a corner. Even worse, she was forcing Mitch Anderson to keep his knowledge about the briefcase a secret. But desperate times called for desperate measures. She needed answers. It wasn’t time to cave under pressure and play nice with old friends.

      “Agent Green, I saw Mitch Anderson when I drove out to the farm the first time. But you were standing out in the front yard with me and Mitch looked awful scared. So I pretended that I needed to use the bathroom, sneaked into the kitchen and out the back door of Farmer Griffith’s farmhouse, and found Mitch waiting for me.” Mary looked around the living room and continued. “I told Mitch to run straight home.”

      “Why didn’t you bring the boy to me?” Agent Green asked in a scolding voice.

      “Because I don’t trust you,” Mary answered honestly. “I still don’t trust you.” Mary took a sip of her coffee to show she wasn’t scared, even though her heart was pounding. “Mitch told me he saw you going through Farmer Griffith’s pockets.”

      “I did,” Agent Green told Mary and lifted his cigarette up to his face. “I—”

      “You hush and listen,” Mary snapped. She handed Sheriff Mables her coffee cup. “Agent Green, how did you end up on Farmer Griffith’s farm this morning? I’m certain you didn’t drive all the way from the black halls of Washington to buy a few fresh tomatoes. No, you were searching for someone.”

      “Say, that’s a good question,” Dave said. He looked at Agent Green. “Why were you on Farmer Griffith’s land?”

      Mary nodded. “It seems awfully convenient that you found poor Farmer Griffith’s body, too…all alone, no witnesses. Who is to say you didn’t murder Farmer Griffith?”

      “Oh, come on!” Gary burst out. “Mrs. Holland, the guy is an FBI agent for crying out loud.” Gary shook his head. “Have you been sniffing too much ink?”

      Agent Green held up his left hand. “Please, Mr. Matlock,” he said and locked eyes with Mary. “Mrs. Holland, we are not here tonight to play games,” he said in an angry voice. “I am a professional who does not tap dance with liars.”

      Mary folded her arms. “Look, bucko, the fact of the matter is that Farmer Griffith was worried for the lives of five innocent boys before he died and warned me that they were in danger and asked me to help them. And that’s exactly what I’m doing. And that’s what you should be doing instead of harassing me.”

      Agent Green took a draw off his cigarette. Mary was playing a splendid and clever game of words. “I can’t help anyone until you confess the truth, Mrs. Holland. Now, I’m going to ask you again: Why did Farmer Griffith name you out in the note he wrote?”

      “I already told you my answer,” Mary replied.

      Agent Green grew impatient. He decided to attack from a different direction. “Mrs. Holland, you visited Mr. and Mrs. Anderson earlier. They told you that their son was missing. Then you drove back to Farmer Griffith’s farm and found the missing boy. I don’t find that to be a coincidence. Would you care to explain how you knew the missing boy was at the farm?”

      “I didn’t,” Mary answered in an honest voice.

      “Then why did you drive back to Farmer Griffith’s farm after I specifically ordered you to stand clear?” Agent Green demanded.

      “I…went searching for answers,” Mary confessed.

      “Answers? What kind of answers?” Matt Lawson asked.

      “Yeah, what kind of answers?” Gary Matlock stressed. He shook his head at Mary. “This woman ignores a direct order from an FBI agent and ends up finding Mitch Anderson…I don’t buy it. She knew Mitch Anderson was hiding out at the farm.” Gary narrowed his eyes. “Start telling the truth, lady. Why don’t you just admit that you went back to the farm to cover your tracks, huh?” Gary pointed at Agent Green. “That guy didn’t kill Farmer Griffith, you did. Mitch saw you kill the man, too. That’s why you were holding him hostage and let him go only after you threatened him.”

      Agent Green grinned. Gary Matlock might be an idiot, he thought, but the man was coming in handy. “Mrs. Holland, are Mr. Matlock’s accusations true?”

      “Of course not,” Mary snapped. “If I killed Farmer Griffith why would he have written my name down on the note you found on his body?”

      “Maybe you forced the man to write the note before you killed him,” Gary barked. “Yeah, I bet that’s it. You needed a way to keep your face clean of guilt, so you had Farmer Griffith write out a note that—”

      “Mr. Matlock, stop chewing your lip,” Sheriff Mables snapped. “Your accusations are full of holes. If Mary killed Farmer Griffith why didn’t she hide his body? Farmer Griffith’s body was found out near his burned down barn. Why would Mary leave his body out in plain sight? Also, the man was shot at close range.”

      “She could have shot the man at close range,” Gary insisted. “A woman can pull a trigger just as well as a man can.”

      “Maybe, but Mary broke her right finger last winter when she slipped on a patch of ice,” Sheriff Mables pointed out. He had decided to protect Mary instead of questioning her. After all, he had known the woman since she was a small girl. Sure, Farmer Griffith had written her name down on the note found on his body, but Sheriff Mables was certain there was a logical explanation; or so he hoped.

      “Broken fingers heal,” Gary insisted.

      Sheriff Mables shook his head in disgust. “Mr. Matlock, you’re not from Pineville,” he said. “Most folks you see have been in Pineville since the doctor slapped their naked butts. Mary is one of those people. Pineville is her home. She is a valuable member of our community who has never broken a single law in her life. Her husband, John Holland, is away fighting in the war…which makes me wonder why you aren’t fighting in the war?” Gary shifted uneasily in his seat, and Sheriff Mables shifted his attention to the FBI agent. “Agent Green, I’m sure there is a logical explanation to the note you found.”

      Agent Green worked on his cigarette and prepared for war. Mary Holland had to be destroyed.
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      “We’re getting nowhere,” Carla Lawson exclaimed. “Mary is suggesting Agent Green might have killed Farmer Griffith…Agent Green is pointing a finger at her.” Carla shook her head. “We have too many questions floating around in the air and none of them are focused on protecting our sons. Now please, can we please focus on the safety of our sons?” she begged.

      “I’m afraid only Mrs. Holland can answer that question,” Agent Green told Carla. “Mrs. Holland, Farmer Griffith asked you to help the five boys who are upstairs. It’s clear, at least to me, that if Farmer Griffith asked you to help the five boys then you were aware of some event that was taking place on his farm.”

      “Hey, that makes sense,” Gary said. He chugged a cup of coffee and glared at Mary.

      Mary walked her eyes around the living room. “I wasn’t aware of anything until Agent Green showed up at my office this morning,” she explained to everyone. “And that’s the truth.”

      “I believe you, Mary,” Marla said.

      Mary felt guilt strike her heart. Marla was defending her, yet she had not revealed to the woman any new information on the missing briefcase. Of course, Dave and Marla Anderson had not asked, either. But Mary felt she owed it to the Andersons to tell them that their son had buried the briefcase on Farmer Griffith’s land and that he had seen with his own little eyes a strange woman. She made up her mind to speak privately to the Andersons as soon as the meeting was over and spill the beans to them.

      “Now I want everyone to listen to me very carefully,” Mary continued. “My name was found on a note written by a very sweet and dear man who was shot to death. I want to know why just as much as anyone else.” Mary folded her arms. “I’m the wife of a man who owns and operates a newspaper. Being married to a newspaperman rubs off on you…and if there’s anything my husband taught me it’s to always seek the truth and nothing but the truth. I want to know why Farmer Griffith wrote down my name on the note he left, too, but in order to do that I have to seek the truth and that’s exactly what I’m doing, regardless of how guilty it makes me appear in your eyes.”

      Mary looked at Carla with caring eyes. “Mrs. Lawson, right now you need to take your son and get him out of town. That goes for everyone. Go see a relative or go on a trip. I believe that’s the safest route to take. Whoever killed Farmer Griffith can’t chase five families at once and I doubt the killer is going to leave Pineville, anyway.”

      Agent Green snarled. Mary was causing him to lose valuable ground. The last thing in the world he needed was to have five families scatter into the wind. He still needed to question each boy…alone…and make them talk. But first, he needed to destroy Mary Holland’s character and force the citizens of Pineville to view her with suspicion instead of trust. “I’m afraid I must insist that the five boys remain in Pineville,” he said.

      “Why?” Carla snapped. “If my son’s life is in danger we have every right to protect him.” Carla looked at Mary. “Mary, I agree with you. We should all take our sons and leave Pineville until the real killer is captured.”

      Matt patted his wife’s hands. “We can go stay with my brother for a couple of weeks. He’s been after me to bring you and Chuck to see Betsy and the girls for a while.”

      Jim Harnnette nodded. “I think Mary is right,” he told his wife. “Melinda, we can drive out to the Grand Canyon like you’ve been wanting.”

      Melinda bit her thumbnail. “Nathan will miss a lot of school…but I don’t see what choice we have.”

      Jack and Marion Weber joined in. “We’ll take our son to see his grandparents down in Florida.”

      Gary Matlock mumbled to himself, “I guess I’ll take my boy back to Memphis to see his cousins.”

      “Oh, Gary, thank you,” Amy nearly cried.

      “Yeah, yeah,” Gary told Amy and then to everyone’s shock gently patted her hand. “Maybe I was jumping off the deep end. My mind is mighty worried over our son…jumping to unreasonable conclusions isn’t helping matters any. It won’t hurt to take Brian to see his cousins. Those boys always have a good time together.”

      “We’ll take Mitch and leave town,” Dave promised. He squeezed Marla’s hand. “Our boy’s safety comes first.”

      “I’m afraid I must insist you remain in town,” Agent Green demanded, turning ugly. “I’m conducting a very serious federal investigation at the moment. I still need to question your sons.”

      “Why?” Gary asked. “Do you think my boy saw who killed Farmer Griffith? If you do, then let me tell you you’re way off. My boy was home all morning, grounded to his room.”

      “The boys are in danger because they saw something they weren’t supposed to,” Agent Green informed Gary, losing his friendly voice. “Why else would Farmer Griffith tell Mrs. Holland they were in danger? I don’t think they witnessed the murder, but I do believe each boy has valuable information that will assist me in my case.”

      “Who cares about your case?” Dave told Agent Green. He looked at Mary and clearly understood why his son was in danger: the briefcase. Of course, he could have told Agent Green the truth, but he decided to hold his tongue. Agent Green was a sour man whom he didn’t trust. “I’m taking my son and leaving town, Agent Green.”

      “Same with us,” Matt declared.

      “We’re leaving town,” Jack informed Agent Green.

      Jim nodded. “Come first thing tomorrow morning my family and I will be leaving.”

      “If you’re going to arrest us, do so right now,” Dave challenged Agent Green.

      Marla studied Agent Green’s cold eyes. “Agent Green, do you have any children?” she asked.

      “What?” Agent Green asked in a cold tone. “No, I don’t have any children, Mrs. Anderson.”

      “Then you can’t understand what every parent standing in this room is feeling right now,” Marla told him. “It’s simple for you to demand our children remain under the curtain of danger because you have no emotional attachment. We do.” Marla looked at her husband. “We’re leaving town tonight,” she said.

      Dave agreed. “This minute, as a matter of fact,” he said and looked around the living room. “Okay, folks, the meeting is over. Go upstairs and get your sons and leave town. Mary will call us when it’s safe to return.”

      Gary glared at Mary with uncertain eyes. But as much as he wanted to dislike the woman, he saw honesty in her eyes. “I guess that will be okay.”

      “Leave me a phone number where you can be reached,” Mary requested.

      Agent Green balled his hands into two angry fists. “No one is going anywhere!” he yelled. “Now sit down! I’m in charge, not you. You will do as I say when I say, is that clear?”

      “Stuff it in your ear, pal,” Matt told Agent Green and brushed past him.

      Agent Green watched the parents rush upstairs, grab their sons, and race out into the night. He almost went for his gun, but he saw Sheriff Mables watching him like a hawk. So much for destroying Mary Holland’s character and turning the town against her. His stock of heavy weapons had been destroyed by grenades filled with the love worried parents feel toward their children.

      “You can leave my home now, Agent Green,” Dave said, pointing at the front door.

      Agent Green stared into Dave’s eyes with hatred and then walked outside into the night and found Mary standing on the front walk. “You changed the rules of the game, Mrs. Holland. The gloves are off,” he hissed and marched to his car, jumped in, and drove away.

      Sheriff Mables stepped up to Mary. “I’m going to see where he’s going,” he said and hurried away.

      Mary watched Agent Green disappear into the night like a deadly eel trying to find water and then walked back inside and closed the front door.

      “Oh, Mary,” Marla exclaimed, hugging her, “what kind of trouble is Mitch in?”

      Dave fished out a Lucky Strike and lit up. He looked at Mary and decided to speak about the briefcase. “Mary, you found Mitch and we’re so grateful to you. But you didn’t find the briefcase. As long as our son has that briefcase his life is in danger.”

      “Mitch buried the briefcase on the farm,” Mary explained and gently wiped Marla’s tears away. “He’s a very smart kid.” Mary lifted her eyes and studied the carpeted staircase. “Mr. and Mrs. Anderson, your son also saw a strange woman lurking inside Farmer Griffith’s farmhouse…a woman who he said talked funny.” Mary took Marla’s hand and walked her back into the living room. Dave followed. “Mr. and Mrs. Anderson, I’m going to tell you what I know so far so please be patient with me.”

      Mary sat down on the couch and carefully began to explain about Mitch and his friends finding the briefcase on Farmer Griffith’s farm, about Betty spotting Farmer Griffith buying coffee, spotting the strange woman at Farmer Griffith’s farm and then seeing her racing toward town on a motorcycle; every piece of evidence she had in her bag she presented to the Andersons.

      When Mary finished with her presentation, Dave ran his left hand through his hair and then took a long drag off his Lucky Strike. “So…this would mean…Farmer Griffith was…a spy? But that’s crazy.”

      Marla sat silent for a few seconds before speaking. When she did speak, her voice was very thoughtful. “Mary, that awful Agent Green found Farmer Griffith’s body.”

      “Yes, Marla, he did.”

      “And as you pointed out earlier, we’re not sure how or why that awful man went to Farmer Griffith’s farm,” Marla pointed out. “But now that you spilled the beans to us, it makes sense that he went out to Farmer Griffith’s looking for this strange lady.”

      “I believe so, yes,” Mary agreed. She stood up and stretched her back. “He must have caught wind of something that led him to Farmer Griffith’s farm.”

      Dave worked on his cigarette. “Mary, do you honestly believe Agent Green killed Farmer Griffith?”

      Mary searched for her coffee cup, found it, and took a drink of the warm brew. “Mr. Anderson,” she said in a tired voice, “I believe Agent Green is a vicious snake that killed an innocent man. I believe he went out to Farmer Griffith’s farm expecting to find this strange woman but came up empty-handed. Why? Maybe Farmer Griffith became wise to him. We’ll never know.” Mary put down her coffee. “I believe Agent Green began questioning Farmer Griffith and demanding answers, but Farmer Griffith refused to offer free cigars to his aggressor and was shot dead because of his resistance.”

      Dave looked at his wife with worried eyes and then back at Mary. “There’s no room in your mind to consider that this woman my son saw could be the killer?”

      Mary shrugged her shoulders. “It’s possible the woman your son saw could have killed Farmer Griffith, Mr. Anderson,” she explained. “But if that’s true, why was Farmer Griffith hiding her in his farmhouse?”

      Dave considered Mary’s response. “Goodness,” he said, “who would have ever thought this sort of thing could happen right here in little ol’ Pineville?”

      Marla picked up Mary’s coffee cup. “I’ll go pour you a fresh cup of coffee and—”

      “No,” Mary said, forcing her voice to become urgent. “Mr. and Mrs. Anderson, Agent Green isn’t going to take being kicked in the legs tonight lightly. He’s racing off to figure out a way to force you to stay in town. My guess is he’s going to go wake a judge. Please, you have to get out of town right now.” Mary drew in a deep breath. “If any of these boys slip up and tell Agent Green they found a briefcase with papers inside, we’re doomed.”

      Marla grabbed Dave’s hand. “Dave?”

      Dave put out his cigarette. “Skip the packing, Marla. Go get Mitch. We’re leaving right now. I’ll go turn out all the lights and turn off the coffee pot.”

      Marla let go of her husband’s hands and ran upstairs as fast as her legs would take her. Mary watched Dave hurry away toward the kitchen. She ran her soft hands over her face and closed her eyes. “What a—” Mary’s words were interrupted by a horrible scream.

      “Marla!” Dave yelled, running back to the staircase. He looked up the stairs. “Marla!”

      Marla appeared at the top of the staircase with her hands over her face. Tears were flooding down her cheeks. “Mitch…Mitch isn’t in his room…his…window is open…”

      “What?” Dave asked. He stormed up the stairs.

      “Oh dear,” Mary whispered and ran up the stairs behind Dave. She followed the terrified man into his son’s room. The bedroom window was open. The curtains were flapping in the late night wind. “Oh no,” Mary gasped. She looked around the bedroom, hoping the missing boy would somehow materialize out of thin air. Instead, she spotted a note lying on the bed. “A note!” she yelled.

      Dave looked at his son’s bed, spotted the piece of paper, and snatched it up. “‘The briefcase for your son. Wait,’” he read aloud. Dave handed the note to Mary and collapsed onto the bed. “My son…” he said in a weak voice as tears began streaming from his eyes.

      Mary studied the note. “‘Wait…’” she whispered.

      “Dave?” Marla asked in a shaky voice.

      Dave held up his hand. Marla ran to him and hugged him. “Mitch has been taken,” he said, pulling his wife close.

      Mary walked over to the window and looked out into the night. She studied the carefully manicured backyard and then focused her eyes on a tall tree standing just an arm’s reach away. “Don’t worry, Mitch,” she promised, “I’m going to get you back.”

      As Mary stared out into the night, Mitch was zooming back toward Farmer Griffith’s farm on a motorcycle with Emma Charron, secret agent for the French Underground Military Movement that was currently fighting the Germans. Emma’s job was to find out why the American government—or certain individuals within the government—was sneaking German scientists into the country. The movement she belonged to was worried the Americans would end up supporting the Germans instead of fighting to free Europe.

      “Don’t be scared,” Emma yelled over her shoulder, “I will not hurt you.”

      Mitch held on for dear life. He sure was scared—but goodness, he thought, watching the night race by, was he ever having a grand adventure. Chuck Lawson sure was going to be jealous.

      “This is—” Mitch began to say but stopped when a night bug splattered into his mouth. Maybe Chuck Lawson wouldn’t be jealous after all.
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      “Should we call the sheriff?” Marla asked Mary.

      Mary walked over to a lovely circular kitchen table and handed Marla a cup of coffee. She adored Marla’s cozy kitchen, but now wasn’t the time to talk house. “No,” she said in a careful voice. “I believe Mitch has been taken back to Farmer Griffith’s farm.” Mary pulled out a chair and sat down. “We were instructed to wait, Mrs. Anderson, and I’m afraid that’s what we’re going to have to do.”

      Dave slowly paced from the kitchen sink to the back door and back. “Mrs. Holland, if you believe our son has been taken back to Farmer Griffith’s farm, we should contact Sheriff Mables and go—”

      “No, Mr. Anderson,” Mary warned. “The woman who took your son is very clever and could be very dangerous. If we push her into a corner she might lash out like a tiger.” Mary pointed up at the ceiling. “She took your son without any of us hearing and she used a tree as her entry and exit route, Mr. Anderson. That takes a lot of skill.” Mary lowered her hand. “I’m pretty sure this woman isn’t going to go back to Farmer Griffith’s farm and prop up her feet. She’s going to be watching the night with the eyes and ears of an owl.”

      “I think Mary is right, dear,” Marla told her husband. She reluctantly took a sip of coffee. “I just find it hard to believe that Mitch didn’t scream. I can’t believe Mitch wouldn’t put up a fight.”

      Dave nodded his head. “Mitch was upstairs when the other boys left…he was taken in a matter of minutes.”

      “Which means the woman who has him was watching the house,” Mary pointed out. She shook her head. “Betty was supposed to be keeping watch and—” Mary stopped talking. “Oh my goodness…Betty!” she exclaimed. Mary jumped to her feet, dashed out the back door, and ran to her car. “Betty!” she yelled. The car was empty. Betty was missing. “Betty!”

      Mary looked all around in the dimness of the night and searched for any sign of Betty. Then she heard a thump come from the trunk. A muffled voice followed the thump.

      “Betty!” Mary hollered. She burst toward the trunk of her car and yanked it open. And there, shoved into the small space, lay Betty with her hands and legs tied together and a handkerchief tied around her mouth. “Oh, Betty!”

      “Stand back,” Mary heard Dave order. Mary turned, saw Dave standing right behind her, and stepped back. Dave reached down and swooped Betty up into his arms and pulled her out of the trunk. He gently sat her down and began untying her. “Are you okay?”

      “Betty, speak to me!” Mary begged.

      As soon as Dave untied the handkerchief Betty yelled: “Please…scratch my nose…my nose…”

      Mary bent down and quickly scratched Betty’s nose. “Oh, honey, I’m so sorry.”

      Betty let out a happy sigh of relief. “Ah, that’s better,” she sighed. Then she looked up at Mary. “Don’t be sorry,” she said. “The woman who tied me up was very nice. She didn’t hurt me at all.” Betty gave Mary a strange look. “Mary, she even apologized to me.” Betty shook her head. “She kept saying in this real heavy French accent that she wasn’t a bad person. I could barely understand her.”

      Mary stared at Betty. “French accent?” she asked.

      Dave untied Betty and helped her stand up. “That’s right,” Betty replied and nodded her head up and down, up and down.

      Mary looked at Betty with apologetic eyes. “Honey, I should have checked on you when the meeting ended. I’m so sorry. I didn’t think…well, my mind was on the problem at hand. Will you forgive me?”

      “I’m the klutz who let myself get captured,” Betty told Mary. “You should be upset with me.”

      “No, honey, I shouldn’t,” Mary replied. She reached out and hugged Betty. “I’m so relieved that you’re okay.”

      “I was worried the woman who tied me up might have harmed you,” Betty confessed. She made a strange face again. “But you know what?”

      “What, honey?”

      “I don’t think the woman who tied me up is a bad person.” Betty struggled to explain. “Mary, she was so pretty but her sweet face was covered with fear. Why, I don’t think she would hurt anyone unless she was forced to.”

      Dave shoved his hands down into the pockets of his pants. “Ma’am, that woman took my son,” he told Betty. “I sure hope you’re right.”

      Mary bit down on her lower lip. “Mr. Anderson, I think I’m going to change my plans,” she said.

      “What do you mean?”

      Mary folded her arms and studied the night. “I think I might take another drive out to Farmer Griffith’s farm,” she explained. “Alone.”

      “Alone?” Betty asked, alarmed. “Oh, Mary, I don’t think that’s a very good idea.”

      “I know, honey,” Mary told Betty and gently patted her arm. “Betty, I need you to stay here with the Andersons. Mrs. Anderson is very upset right now and she could use a friend. Can you do that for me?”

      Betty nodded her head up and down, up and down, until it nearly fell off. “I can be a friend. I like Marla Anderson. She’s a very nice lady.”

      “Thank you, honey,” Mary said in a relieved voice. She focused on Dave. “I’m going to bring Mitch home to you tonight, Mr. Anderson. While I’m gone, please go pack a few suitcases.”

      “Mrs. Holland—”

      Mary tossed a worried eye at Dave. “Mr. Anderson, this woman isn’t our enemy. The real enemy is Agent Green. I’m fully convinced he killed Farmer Griffith. I don’t know how I’m going to prove that or even if I can.” Mary opened the driver’s side door to her car. “My only chance of capturing the truth is having this French woman help me. I have to get her on my side.”

      “How are you going to do that?” Dave asked.

      “By making her a deal she can’t refuse,” Mary replied and slid into the driver’s seat. “Mr. Anderson, please tell Mrs. Anderson to pack. When I bring Mitch back, you’re going to need to get out of town as quickly as possible.”

      Dave nodded. “You brought my son home once. I’m sure you can do it again.”

      Mary looked at Betty. “If Agent Green shows back up, hide the Andersons and pretend that you’re house-sitting for them.”

      “Won’t he see my car?” Dave asked.

      Mary bit down on her lip again. “Mr. Anderson, drive your car down the street and park it.”

      “That might work,” Dave agreed. “The Tintons are out of town visiting their grandchildren. I can park my car in their driveway.”

      “Good,” Mary said. She turned the key in the ignition, drew in a brave breath, and drove away. “Okay,” she told herself, “it’s time to think…really think. Mary, you have to put this puzzle together.”

      Mary drove out of town in silence as her mind began to form a plan. The first part of her plan was to form a coalition with the strange French woman. After that, they would go after Agent Green and prove he killed Farmer Griffith. Of course, Mary thought, watching the headlights on her car splash light on the lonely two-lane back road, forming a coalition with a strange foreigner might prove to be impossible. Mary didn’t have a clue what the French woman’s plans were. She didn’t have a clue how Farmer Griffith fit into the picture. And she wasn’t even sure if Farmer Griffith’s brother played some kind of role. So far, Farmer Griffith’s brother remained in the shadows with a big question mark hanging over his head. Still, Mary thought, she had to try to befriend the French woman.

      “I can do this,” Mary whispered as she pulled her car over to the side of the road and doused the headlights. She eased out of the car and listened for the river. The sound of rushing water was close by. Mary nodded her head and carefully pushed her way into the woods, one cautious step at a time, stepping through tall grass and over fallen branches. “Oh, John, I sure wish you were home,” she said, becoming snagged in a patch of briars. “Oh, my dress.”

      Mary worked the briars out of her dress and continued on. Her feet ached, and her belly growled from hunger. “What a day,” she whispered, finally reaching the river. “Now I have to follow the river onto the edge of the farm,” Mary told herself. She closed her eyes and created a mental image of a map. “Mitch said he buried the briefcase next to the fallen tree right when the river clears the woods and starts running through the far field.”

      Without wasting another second, Mary got her feet moving again. She followed the river until it cleared the woods and began flowing through a large backfield. The backfield sat under a beautiful canopy of glittering stars. Mary paused, stared up at the stars, and began wondering what her husband might be doing at the same moment. Loneliness gripped her heart.

      “Oh, John, I miss you so much,” she said as tears began falling from her eyes. “Every day I wait…wondering…worrying…fearing the worst. I know I’m supposed to wear a brave face, and I do in front of the others, but when I’m all alone…” Mary wiped at her tears. “Come home to me, honey,” she begged.

      Unable to stand staring at the stars any longer and thinking about her husband, Mary lowered her eyes and searched the backfield. In the distance, standing like a dark bony finger, she spotted a fallen tree. She began to walk when a shadowy figure jumped out in front of her. Mary stumbled backward and fell down, expecting the worst. Then she saw a rascally little jackrabbit spring away on quick legs. “Oh,” Mary fussed. She crawled to her legs and wiped at the back of her dress. “John would laugh at me for being so silly.”

      Mary shook her head and made her way over to the tree. She took off her brown Oxford heels and began feeling the ground with her feet, searching for fresh dirt. The ground was wet with night dew, but Mary didn’t care. “Where did you bury the briefcase?” Mary slid her right foot across a sharp twig. The twig stabbed her big toe. “Ouchie.” Mary winced in pain. She bent down and grabbed her toe and began to rub it. “You never read about this kind of trouble in a detective magazine.”

      After the pain in her toe subsided, Mary continued her search. She carefully moved her feet over the damp ground. “Where could Mitch have buried that briefcase?” she asked and ran her left foot over an ant hill. Sleepy, angry ants stormed out of the hill and covered Mary’s foot. Mary let out a painful cry and began slapping at her foot. She began hopping around in a circle, lost her balance, and then fell backward directly on the ant hill. Ants stormed onto the back of her dress. Mary shot to her feet and began dancing.

      “Off…get off…off…” she cried, slapping at the ants. The ants held on for dear life and began biting Mary. Mary cried out, dashed back to the river, skidded down a bank, snagged her dress on a fallen tree limb, ripped it, and tumbled into shallow water. She bowed her head, sat in the water, and started to cry. “Oh, John, this is so horrible.”

      Mary closed her eyes and prayed for her husband to appear. Instead, Mary knew, she would have to crawl out of the river herself, shake the mud off, and continue on with her mission. No one was going to help her or save her. She was on her own. “Okay, John.” Mary wiped away her tears. “I’ll be a big girl.”

      Mary crawled out of the river and made her way back to the tree. “At least the ants are gone,” she said in a relieved voice. She began searching for the briefcase again, carefully avoiding the ant hill. A few minutes later, her feet struck a pile of dirt that felt out of place.

      “Bingo!” Mary bent down and examined the ground. The dirt was fresh. “I found the briefcase. I can’t believe it,” she whispered. She looked around, found a stick on the ground, and began digging. The digging was tough, and her arms cried out in pain, but Mary eventually managed to unearth a black briefcase. She wiped dirt off the briefcase, stood up, found her shoes, put them back on, and aimed her body toward Farmer Griffith’s farmhouse.

      “I—” she began to say but stepped in a hole and fell down again. She put her chin on her hand, bit down on her lip, stared into the night, and nodded her head. “I’m going to kill myself, that’s what I’m going to do,” she said and finally forced her way back up into a standing position.
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      As Mary began working her way through the backfield, Emma Charron poured Mitch a glass of milk. “The woman, you gave her my briefcase, yes?” she asked. “My ears heard you tell your friends this, yes?”

      Mitch took the glass of milk and looked down at his hands. Sure, he had told his friends Mary had ownership of the briefcase, but that was a lie…kinda. Mary knew where the briefcase was, but she didn’t physically have the briefcase. Mitch had lied to his friends just in case any of them turned yellow and snitched. If that happened, the bad guys would go after Mary and leave his folks alone. He sure hated himself for being so mean to Mary. After all, the woman had been really nice to him. But golly, he had his folks to think about. Farmer Griffith was dead, and Mitch knew death was serious business.

      “Yes, ma’am,” Mitch told Emma. He took a sip of his milk. “Please don’t hurt my folks.”

      Emma patted Mitch’s shoulder. “I am not a bad person, little boy. My mission is to fight evil, not be evil, yes?” Emma wiped her blond hair away from her eyes, straightened out the black dress she was wearing, and looked around the kitchen. She was very tired but knew the night was still young. “Little boy, there is a great evil in this place,” she said in a scared voice. “The evil is pretending to be someone it is not.”

      Mitch looked up at Emma. “Golly, are you talking about Agent Green?”

      Emma nodded. “Little boy, I will live when I have completed my mission,” she told Mitch and sat down. “Please, little boy, do not try to run. I am very tired.”

      Mitch glanced at the back door. He sure could make a run for it, but he decided not to. He kinda liked the funny-talking woman and even felt safe with her. “I won’t run,” he promised and worked on his milk.

      Emma nodded her head and began to think.
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      Mary sneaked up behind a tall oak tree. She looked at the back of the farmhouse and spotted the motorcycle parked near the back door. The farmhouse was dark except for the kitchen.

      “I’m wet. I’m covered with ant bites. My dress is ripped. But I made it,” Mary said in a voice that didn’t exactly sound enthusiastic. She gripped the briefcase with her right hand and blew her bangs out away from her eyes. “Okay, composure, calmness, intelligence, and honesty. Those are the tools to utilize. Those are the tools that John taught me to always carry in my bag.”

      Mary stepped out from behind the oak tree and more or less limped up to the back door. She knocked and called out: “This is Mary Holland. I have the briefcase. I’m alone.”

      Mary stepped away from the back door. Silence fell. Crickets hummed. Stars glittered. The night winds played. And then Emma opened the back door and pointed a gun at Mary. “Inside,” she said in a stern voice.

      Mary nodded and walked into the kitchen. She saw Mitch sitting at the kitchen table and let out a tired breath. “I kinda figured you would be here.”

      Mitch kicked at the kitchen floor. “Are you mad at me?”

      “No, of course not,” Mary promised Mitch. She turned around and faced Emma. “You can put away the gun. I’m not here to hurt you or cause you any problems.”

      Emma stared at Mary. “I ordered you to wait. Why did you not listen?” she demanded.

      “My friend, the one you tied up and put in the trunk of my car, said you were not a mean person,” Mary explained. She held up the briefcase. “I was hoping we could talk and come to an agreement.”

      “An agreement?” Emma asked in a confused voice. “Mrs. Holland, my duty is to secure information against the enemy. I do not make agreements, yes?”

      “I’m not your enemy, and neither is America.”

      Emma lowered the gun in her hand. It was clear to her that Mary Holland was not a threat. The woman was wet, dirty, and looked in need of a hot bath and a warm meal. “You have had a very difficult day, yes?”

      “Oh yes,” Mary assured Emma. “I’m tired and hungry, and I want a hot shower and my soft bed. But those things can wait.” Mary patted the briefcase. “This belongs to you.”

      “Yes, it does,” Emma said. She took the briefcase, placed it down on the kitchen table, and opened it. The briefcase was empty. “My papers, where are they?” she demanded.

      “I hid them,” Mary explained. “Not from you, but from Agent Green. Agent Green is attempting to kill you, isn’t he?”

      Emma closed the briefcase. “Yes,” she confessed. She sat down, picked up a cup of coffee, and took a sip. “Agent Green is evil.”

      “Tell me about him, please,” Mary asked. “Let me help you.” Mary sat down across from Emma. “First, tell me, what is your name?”

      Emma looked into Mary’s caring eyes. She saw warmth, love, and honesty. “My name is Emma,” she told Mary, deciding to speak her real name. “I am an undercover agent for the French Underground Military Movement.”

      “Golly, wow,” Mitch exclaimed. “A real spy.”

      “Little boy,” Emma told Mitch, “my duty is not, as they say, glamorous.” Emma focused back on Mary. “Your government is sneaking German scientists into this country. These scientists are evil people, yes. My people fear that the Americans may assist the Germans in winning the war. There are rumors that a planned invasion against the Germans is simply a rumor in itself and that the Americans have no intention of fighting the Germans.”

      “Emma, my husband is a pilot in the Army Air Force. He is flying bombing missions over Europe. I assure you we have every intention to fight and win this war, both in Europe and against Japan.”

      Emma shook her head. “My people are not so sure,” she told Mary. “It is true that the Americans are flying bombing missions and causing damage to the Germans. Yet, the Germans still maintain control.” Emma looked down at her coffee. “The Germans marched into Paris and forced my family to surrender their lives. Mon pere was badly beaten and taken away to a horrible prison camp. Ma mere was caught trying to protect a Jewish family and was taken away in the middle of the night. I have not seen her since.” Emma kept her eyes low. “The Germans have taken everything from me and yet the Americans are sneaking their scientists into your country. I am here to find out why.”

      Mary stared into Emma’s hurt face. The young woman was so beautiful, so lovely, so elegant, yet she was scarred with anger and tormented by grief. “Emma, how long have you been in America?”

      “Not very long, no,” Emma confessed. She finally looked up at Mary. Tears were in her sweet blue eyes. “Farmer Griffith is a distant cousin to ma mere, yes. Ma mere began communicating with Farmer Griffith after mon pere was taken away. Ma mere was attempting to smuggle me out of France to American shores, but I refused.” Emma took a sip of her coffee. “I joined the French Underground and became part of the resistance. I was brave, yes.” Emma lowered her coffee. She looked at the back door. “I will not go into detail, but I was approached with a very important mission and asked to come to America. This was after my mother was taken. I wrote to Farmer Griffith and asked him could I come and visit him.”

      Mary listened with fascination and sadness. “Farmer Griffith didn’t know you were a spy?”

      Emma shook her head. “I’m afraid I was very deceitful toward him.” Emma sighed. “But he was a very smart man, no? His mind worked out the facts, yes.” Emma looked at the back door again. “Instead of chasing me away he began to help me. He gave me money to travel to Washington, hid me from people, fed me, helped me understand very difficult questions about the operations of your government. He was a wonderful man, yes.”

      “Yes, he was,” Mary agreed. She glanced at Mitch. The young boy was sitting in complete awe of Emma.

      “Mrs. Holland, I was not trained to be a spy. I spent much time firing bullets at German soldiers, planting bombs, stealing supplies, hiding Jews, and teaching other women how to fight. I did not want to come to America but because ma mere had a contact, I was chosen. My duty now is to take what information I have managed to find and go back to France. But there is a great evil among us, Mrs. Holland. An evil that is wearing a disguise.”

      “Agent Green?” Mary asked.

      Emma nodded her head. “Agent Green is not a real FBI agent,” Emma explained. She took another sip of coffee. “Agent Green is a German intelligence officer working for the FBI. Of course, your government is not aware of this. Your government believes Eberhart Kruger is really Agent Vince Green.”

      “Wow,” Mitch exclaimed. “Two spies in one day. Golly, Chuck is going to turn green!”

      Mary slowly folded her arms. “How did you find this information out?” she asked Emma.

      “How is not important,” Emma told Mary. “I speak the truth and that is all you need to know.” Emma looked deep into Mary’s eyes. “Eberhart Kruger shot Farmer Griffith. I saw the murder take place with my own eyes, yes. I was hiding in the upstairs bedroom.”

      Mary grew silent. She glanced around the kitchen. “Emma, will you help me capture this evil person?”

      “You cannot capture a person like Eberhart,” Emma told Mary in a disappointed voice. “You can only kill him, yes. Eberhart was born in your country and is accepted as an American. He has implanted himself into a very powerful government body, yes? Justice for a person like Eberhart requires a bullet. Nothing else will work.” Emma steadied her mind. “I will destroy Eberhart Kruger, Mrs. Holland, and you will give me my papers.”

      Mary looked confused. “Why haven’t you tried to kill him yet?”

      Emma shook her head. “If I kill him without having my papers I will become trapped.”

      “Trapped?”

      “Yes, trapped,” Emma told Mary. “If you kill one rat, many more may show up, yes? I need to be able to kill a rat and jump ship.”

      “Oh,” Mary said. “You’re afraid if you kill Agent Green the FBI will swarm into Pineville like bees and you won’t be able to escape.”

      “Yes.” Emma nodded. “When I have my papers, I will kill the rat and then jump ship.”

      Mary folded her hands together. “Emma, I…” she began to say but stopped. She looked at Mitch. “Please, let me take Mitch back to his parents. I will come back and help you.”

      Emma studied Mitch’s face. “The boy is innocent,” she said. “We are not safe here. I was foolish to come back to this farm, but my mind could not think of another location. I do not think Eberhart Kruger will come here tonight, but he may visit this farm tomorrow.”

      Mary stood up. “Emma, you can stay at my home. I will take you there and then drive Mitch home. You’ll be safe, I promise.”

      “I can see kindness and bravery in your eyes, Mrs. Holland,” Emma told Mary. “You are not an evil person, and neither am I. I think, yes, that perhaps we can work together to destroy a great evil and then I will leave your country.” Emma stood up. “If I do not destroy Eberhart Kruger before I leave your country, he will continue to harm my people.”

      “How?” Mary asked.

      “Eberhart Kruger is one of many German intelligence agents hidden within your government. Your President is aware of them, yes, and allows them to operate. It is these German agents that are sneaking scientists into your country while sending harmful information to their fellow soldiers. This is why my people are afraid the Americans will not fight the Germans. We fear the attacks taking place now are…how do you say…for decoration only. Only time will tell the truth, yes.”

      Mary wasn’t sure how to respond. “Emma, we’re both very tired. Please, let’s leave this farm.”

      “Yes,” Emma agreed, “this farm has become a very sad place.” Emma looked at Mitch. “Little boy, it is time to leave.”

      Mitch stood up and walked to the back door. “Boy, what a night,” he said, pulling open the back door. “Chuck is going to turn green, yes sir, he sure is.”

      Mary walked outside with Mitch and waited for Emma. When Emma appeared, she pointed toward the far backfield. “My car is parked beside the river. We have a little walk ahead of us.”

      Emma pointed at her motorcycle. “I will drive my motorcycle back into town.”

      “People will hear you,” Mary said in a worried voice.

      Emma looked up at the shining stars, grew silent for a couple of moments, and then looked back at Mary. “Mrs. Holland, I park the motorcycle in a very quiet place and use my legs to carry me where I need to go. No one has seen me, and no one will. As you saw yourself, I can come and go unseen and unheard.” Emma pointed at Mitch. “The little boy is proof of my skill.”

      “Emma, please,” Mary pleaded, “leave the motorcycle here.” Mary wasn’t sure where Emma was parking her motorcycle. All she knew was the night was growing late and a loud motorcycle would surely be heard and seen. “It’s late, and in Pineville the sidewalks are rolled up.”

      Emma shook her head. “Mrs. Holland, tell me the address of your home and I will be waiting in your living room when you return from taking this little boy home.”

      Mary sighed. What was the point in arguing with a woman who was fighting against a dangerous army? She told Emma her address and then took Mitch’s hand. “Okay, Mitch, let’s you and me get to walking. But be careful of ant hills and holes.”

      Mitch raised his eyes and looked at Emma. “You sure are a neat lady,” he said in a respectful voice. “I’m sure sorry your folks were taken away from you. It’s real mean of those Germans to do such a thing. My daddy says Jesus wants us to love each other…and golly, I can’t see a thing in the world wrong with that. Sure, me and Chuck get after each other sometimes and come home looking like we were fighting with a lion, but we always make up and shake hands.” Mitch kicked at the ground. “It ain’t right for people to be mean to each other.”

      Emma bent down, touched Mitch’s face with her hand, and actually smiled. “May your heart, little boy, lead the tomorrows of this world,” she said and kissed Mitch on his cheek. “Now, go home to your family and please tell them I am sorry for causing so much worry on their hearts.”

      Mitch smiled. “I sure will.”

      Mary stared at Emma. “Make a pot of coffee, okay?”

      “Yes, coffee sounds nice,” Emma said. She climbed onto the motorcycle, brought it to life, and sped away.

      “Let’s go,” Mary told Mitch. She walked him to the backfield and managed to get back to her car in one piece. Later she pulled up in front of the Andersons’ home and parked. Dave Anderson was standing outside smoking a Lucky Strike. When he saw his son climb out of Mary’s car, he called for his wife, ran to Mitch, and picked the boy up into his arms.

      “Home at last,” Mary told Dave. “Now, take Mitch and leave town.”

      Marla came running out the front door. When she spotted Mitch, she burst into tears and ran to her son. “Mitch!”

      Mary eased back to her car and began to leave. Then she remembered Betty. “Oh, Betty, I seem to be forgetting about you a lot tonight.”

      Betty was inside on the couch sound asleep dreaming of walking down a back country road eating blackberries even though she didn’t care for blackberries anymore. Dreams sure were strange. Why, just last week Betty dreamed about riding a giraffe even though she had never seen a giraffe in her life. Why she dreamed of riding a giraffe sure was a mystery, but Betty figured a dream was a dream so why bother worrying. After all, she wasn’t likely to ever ride a giraffe in real life—life was confusing enough to worry about making silly dreams a reality.

      Good ol’ Betty.
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      Mary drove Betty back to her house, hugged her goodnight, and then finally aimed her tired car toward her own house. A few minutes later, the headlights on the car splashed onto a blue and white Victorian house sitting at the end of a long street by itself. Large, lush, beautiful trees stood around the house like secret whispers holding strange paintbrushes. A dark green yard filled with lovely flowerbeds stood around the house, tossing a sense of normality into an otherwise mysterious atmosphere.

      Mary loved her house, but she always found it a bit…out of the ordinary. The house once belonged to a woman named Maureen MacAbe, a writer and poet who came to America in the mid-nineteenth century. Maureen had lived a long life, dying at the age of ninety-four, carrying out a sixty-two-year marriage before her husband passed away at the age of eighty-seven. Maureen had only one son, who eventually moved to California and made the works of his mother famous. And it was the works of Maureen MacAbe that somewhat spooked Mary’s heart: They were…sad, depressing…dark…and filled with constant tragedy. Why John insisted on buying the house of a woman who obviously didn’t understand that sunshine was full of life was beyond her. The house had sat empty for many years, collecting dust and rumors, before her husband bought it shortly before they married. What could Mary do?

      “Be thankful.” Mary yawned and doused the headlights on her car and opened the driver’s side door. All the lights in the house were off except a single light casting a glow onto the backyard. “She’s in the kitchen.”

      Mary walked around to the back of the house, enjoying a warm night breeze playing in the branches of the large trees, and stepped up onto the wonderful wraparound porch. She ran her hand over the old rocking chair John had built in his workshop and smiled. Memories of seeing her husband standing in his workshop situated in the far corner of the yard filled her heart. Mary saw a man whistling while he sawed this piece of wood, measured that piece of wood, sanded another piece of wood, and somehow made all the pieces fit into a perfect form of art.

      “John, come home,” she begged just as the back door opened. Emma appeared holding a cup. “Oh, you startled me.”

      “Your coffee,” Emma told Mary.

      Mary smiled. She took the coffee from Emma and stepped into a kitchen that felt lost in time. No matter how hard Mary tried to design the kitchen to look modern, she would never destroy the stain of time. Not that Mary cared. The kitchen was coated with the permanent touch of decades past; with old voices and dusty stories she would never be able to scrape off the walls. The kitchen, Mary knew, would always feel like a worn-down story shoved into the corner of a sad library, filled with pages written by a depressed woman. “I’m relieved you’re here.”

      Emma closed the back door. “This door is made of very good wood, yes,” she said.

      “Yes,” Mary agreed. She pointed around her kitchen with her left hand. “I painted the walls a light blue and put in some modern-day appliances, but as you can see,” she said, tapping the aged hardwood floor with her right foot, “this old house will never succumb to being modern.”

      “Houses such as this are a gift,” Emma told Mary in a soft voice. “Houses must have character…a voice, yes?” Emma walked over to the square kitchen table covered with a blue and white tablecloth. She sat down, picked up a cup of coffee, and looked at Mary. “The little boy, he is home safe?” she asked.

      “Safe and sound,” Mary assured her. She sat down across from Emma, kicked off her shoes, and took a sip of coffee. “Very good.”

      “Farmer Griffith taught me how to make coffee American style.” Emma smiled. “He was a wonderful man, yes.”

      “Yes, he was.” Mary sighed. She threw her eyes at the General Electric refrigerator. Her stomach was begging for food, but for the time being, she needed to talk to Emma. “Emma…as much as I want Agent Green to face justice, I can’t condone…murder. We have to devise a plan—”

      “Eberhart Kruger has to die,” Emma told Mary in a very stern voice. “Your justice system will not condemn such evil, Mrs. Holland.”

      Mary stared at Emma. “Emma, you could have insisted I turn your papers over to you back at the farm. You could have held Mitch hostage until I turned your papers over. Yet, you easily agreed to leave the farm, allow Mitch to return home, and come to my house.” Mary took a sip of her coffee. “Correct me if I’m wrong, but I believe you are not a killer. I believe you want to kill Agent Green…this Eberhart Kruger person… but you’re not sure if you can. Am I wrong?”

      “Eberhart Kruger must die. He murdered Farmer Griffith in cold blood.” Emma lowered her eyes in shame. “I should have killed Eberhart when I saw him murder an innocent man, yet I did not. I became very frightened and hid myself. I became a coward.” Emma squeezed her coffee cup. “I will never forgive myself.”

      Mary reached across the table and patted Emma’s hand. “You are not a coward.”

      Emma raised her eyes. “Farmer Griffith had me park my motorcycle near the river. He was very smart to do so, yes. If Eberhart would have uncovered my motorcycle, he would have not left the farm until he located me.” Emma fought back a tear. “That wonderful man protected me, and I did not destroy his killer. My heart is very angry at this moment, Mrs. Holland.”

      “I understand,” Mary promised Emma.

      Emma looked down at her coffee. “My mind feels very confused, yes,” she told Mary. “I need to return to France, but my job is not complete. There is much information I need to gather. I have, as your saying goes, only kicked over one stone.” Emma grew silent for a few seconds. “I cannot leave until I destroy the evil that killed Farmer Griffith, yes,” she finally said. “I will take what information I have and leave your country as soon as the evil is dead.”

      Mary felt pity rise in her heart. “Honey,” she told Emma, “you look so tired. Your eyes are very sleepy, and your voice is very upset. I suggest we get some sleep and rest our minds.”

      Emma fought back a yawn. “How can I sleep?” she asked Mary. “Eberhart Kruger is out in the night. My papers are still not in my possession. And I am far from home.”

      “Honey, we need to rest and—”

      Before Mary could finish her sentence, a hard foot kicked open the back door. Agent Green appeared in the doorway holding a gun. He pointed the gun directly at Emma.

      “Don’t move,” Mary told Emma.

      “Smart advice.” Agent Green grinned. He stepped into the kitchen and kicked the back door shut. “The game ends tonight,” he announced. “Mrs. Holland, the government is going to be very interested to find out that you were caught harboring a foreign spy. I knew you were involved and would eventually lead to me the person I was seeking.” Agent Green shook his head. “The people of Pineville are going to be disappointed to find out that you are a traitor.”

      Mary wasn’t sure what to do. She kept her eyes on the gun Agent Green was holding and began wondering how the man had slipped away from the sheriff. “Where is Sheriff Mables?”

      “Locked in a closet inside of his home with his wife. The man refused to stop following me, so I cleverly tricked him into allowing me into his home for a…talk,” Agent Green explained in a calm voice. He smelled the kitchen air. “Coffee smells good, Mrs. Holland. I think I will have myself a cup.”

      Mary and Emma watched Agent Green walk over to the stove, pick up a metal coffee pot, and pour coffee into a white cup. “You killed Farmer Griffith,” Mary snapped, unable to control her anger.

      Agent Green took a sip of his coffee while keeping his gun aimed at Emma. “The man refused to cooperate with me. I knew he was hiding a spy on his farm.” Agent Green put down the coffee cup he was holding and fished out a Lucky Strike with his left hand. “You were not as clever as you thought,” he told Emma. “I recovered a notice that your underground movement sent a spy over the big lake. I was waiting.”

      “You will die,” Emma hissed at Agent Green.

      Agent Green lit his cigarette with a match. “Come now, Miss Charron, we do not have to be enemies.” Agent Green took a draw from his cigarette and slowly exhaled. “Miss Charron, I want information on your underground movement. If you cooperate with me, I will ensure your safe return back to France and,” Agent Green nodded his head at Mary, “the safety of Mrs. Holland. If you refuse to cooperate, I’m afraid I may be forced to bypass bringing Mrs. Holland in alive. Mrs. Holland will suffer the same fate as Farmer Griffith. But rest assured, I will ensure her grave is spit on by everyone.”

      “You’re a snake,” Mary snapped at Agent Green. “If my husband was here he would put you in your place.”

      “Mrs. Holland, your husband is dropping bombs on my people,” Agent Green snapped back. “If he were here I would shoot him for his crimes.”

      “John would make you eat your gun!”

      Agent Green gritted his teeth. “You Americans believe you are invincible. You do not know that my people will destroy you.” Agent Green took another draw from his Lucky Strike and calmed down. “We have conquered our enemies and will not allow the Americans to enter our land.” Agent Green lowered his cigarette. “As we speak, Mrs. Holland, certain members of your government are working with my people to bring very valuable scientists into this country. A deal has been reached between your government and my people to begin a…curious partnership, if you will.”

      “A partnership?” Mary asked.

      Agent Green nodded. “In exchange for the scientists being brought into this country, your people have agreed to discourage its military from attacking. So far, we have managed to keep a land invasion at bay. The attacks from the air are damaging, but tolerable. In time, we will end the air attacks as well.”

      “You Germans are murdering millions of innocent people!” Emma yelled.

      “Not all of my people are…devoted to the cause,” Agent Green told Emma. “You see,” he continued, “we are working to create a unified world government, ladies. My people have conquered their enemies while the Americans, for the most part, looked away.” Agent Green worked on his Lucky Strike. “It’s a game of interest, you must understand. The Americans will pursue a path that best furthers their interests. Right now, they are standing back far enough to view the playing field.” Agent Green pushed smoke out of his nostrils. “My job, of course, is to continue working to destroy the Constitution of America and initiate communistic values while sending my people valuable inside information concerning the operations of the American government.”

      “You sicken me,” Mary told Agent Green.

      Agent Green kept his eyes cold and hard. “Mrs. Holland, I was born in Virginia. I am considered an American. But make no mistake, my loyalty lies with my homeland. Soon the war will end, and my people will have victory. And for those people in my homeland who are against the cause…they will suffer the fate our enemies are suffering.” Agent Green looked at Mary with fierce eyes. “Mr. Hoover, Mrs. Holland, isn’t a foolish man. He understands the value of choosing the correct players. However,” Agent Green frowned, “certain military leaders such as Dwight Eisenhower are not so easily swayed. That man is very dangerous to the cause. But he will be killed soon enough. Mr. Hoover has assured his death.”

      Mary couldn’t believe her ears. “You’re—”

      Agent Green held up his right hand. “Eisenhower is a threat,” he barked and then calmed down. “Mrs. Holland, there are numerous players in the game, but I assure you, the cause will have victory. People who resist will be eliminated. In time, we will alter the world into a one-world government that will ensure the survival of the human race.”

      “A human race controlled by communist dictators,” Emma told Agent Green. “Your cause. Eberhart—”

      “My name is Agent Vince Green, Miss Charron. Let’s not forget that.”

      “Your real name is Eberhart Kruger! I know all about you, yes!”

      Agent Green let out an irritated sigh. “Miss Charron, please do not become difficult with me. I am not in the mood to tolerate resistance.” He nodded at Mary again. “If you refuse to cooperate with me, Mrs. Holland will die. Her death will be on your hands, Miss Charron.”

      Emma looked at Mary. “I do not want you to die,” she stated in a miserable voice. “One man’s death is enough.” Emma raised her eyes and focused on Agent Green. “Yes, Agent Green, I will cooperate.”

      Agent Green grinned. “Splendid,” he told Emma. “Now, the first thing you must do is forget that you know my actual birth name. Eberhart Kruger will come alive when the cause has achieved its purpose. For now, Agent Vince Green is the man you are dealing with. Is that clear, Miss Charron?”

      “Yes,” Emma told Agent Green, wondering what plans the man had in mind.

      Agent Green smiled a hideous smile. “Miss Charron, let’s begin with your underground movement. I want names, locations, attack plans.”

      “Don’t,” Mary begged Emma. “Don’t give in to this snake. I would rather him kill me than turn yellow.”

      Emma closed her eyes. “Mrs. Holland, I can’t allow you to die. I will sacrifice my honor to save your life.”

      Agent Green tossed his cigarette into the sink, grabbed his cup of coffee, took a sip, and then made a horrible mistake: he lowered his gun. “Names, locations, and attacks plans, Miss Charron,” he demanded, feeling confident that he had finally won the battle.

      Emma opened her eyes. “Agent Green,” she said, spotting his gun aiming at the floor instead of at her, “if I give you the information you need, will you not harm Mrs. Holland?”

      “Not physically,” Agent Green grinned. “Now, talk.”

      Emma gripped her coffee and slowly stood up. “May I stand?” she asked. Agent Green nodded. “It has been a long day and my back hurts,” Emma said and carefully began walking back and forth through the kitchen. Agent Green watched with cautious eyes but figured Emma was harmless. After all, he had a gun and she didn’t. But that was his mistake. Without warning, Emma spun around and threw her coffee in Agent Green’s face. The scalding hot coffee made contact. The fight was on.
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      Agent Green grabbed his face. As he did, Emma attacked. She ran forward and kicked Agent Green in the chest. The man stumbled backward, hit the kitchen counter, and dropped down to the floor. Emma kicked his gun across the kitchen floor. “Run!” she yelled at Mary.

      Mary jumped to her feet, yanked the back door open, and fled out onto the back porch. She slid to a stop before reaching the stairs and spun around just in time to see Agent Green reach for a gun hidden under his right pants leg. Emma kicked his hand away and went for a hidden gun tied to her ankle. Agent Green managed to push Emma’s hands away and shove the woman down onto the floor, and then he rolled his body over to his gun. Emma jumped to her feet and made a run for the back door. Agent Green grabbed his gun and began firing.

      “Run!” Emma yelled at Mary.

      Mary dived off the porch and zoomed into the backboard like a cat on fire. Emma caught up to her. “This way!” she yelled, grabbing Mary’s hand.

      Mary followed Emma into the woods behind the house. Branches slapped Mary in the face, and her bare feet stepped on twigs and loose rocks, but Mary ignored the pain. The sound of gunshots being fired into the woods made her run like she had never run before.

      “He’s firing at us!” Mary huffed.

      “Yes, I know,” Emma huffed back, keeping her head low and running north. “Eberhart is spoiled to the city, yes. He will not follow us into the woods. He knows I understand the land.”

      Mary wasn’t so sure. But the farther she ran into the woods, the more distant sounding the gunshots became. “He’s not following us,” she said, breathing hard.

      Emma stopped beside a large pine tree and listened. “No, Eberhart is not following us,” she said in a relieved voice. “He knows I have a gun, yes.” Emma caught her breath and studied the dark woods. Her eyes became catlike. “Mrs. Holland, I must have my papers. Please.”

      “Of course,” Mary agreed. “I buried your papers in the watermelon patch beside the largest watermelon.”

      Emma focused her eyes on Mary. “Eberhart will try to kill you. You must stay with me.”

      “No,” Mary insisted. “I have to rescue Sheriff Mables and rally the town. That’s my only chance.”

      Emma listened to the night. “Mrs. Holland, as you have just witnessed, Eberhart is a deadly killer. If he finds you, he will kill you.”

      “I have to rescue Sheriff Mables,” Mary insisted. She reached down and rubbed her right foot. Suddenly an idea struck her mind. “Of course…Heather!” she exclaimed.

      “Heather?” Emma asked, confused.

      “I’ll call Heather and have her wake up the town. After I set Sheriff Mables and Lucy free, of course. I’m sure neither one of them are too happy about being locked in a closet.” Mary continued to rub her foot. “Emma, you go get your papers and meet me at the newspaper office. I’ll leave the back door unlocked.”

      “The newspaper office?” Emma asked.

      “Don’t worry. I have a plan.” Mary smiled. “Please, you have to trust me. We’re going to bring Agent Green…Eberhart Kruger…whatever he calls himself…to justice.”

      Emma stared at Mary. She felt very scared but found comfort in her new friend. “Yes, Mrs. Holland—”

      “Emma, call me Mary. That’s what my friends call me.”

      Emma felt a smile touch her lips. “Yes, Mary, I will do as you say. I will retrieve my papers and meet you at your newspaper. My motorcycle isn’t parked far from this location.”

      Mary reached out and hugged Emma. “Be careful,” she said.

      Mary’s care and concern shocked Emma. She slowly lifted her arms, hesitated, and then hugged Mary back. “Yes, I will be careful. You must be careful, too. Eberhart is very dangerous.”

      Mary nodded her head and let go of Emma. “Go,” she said in a worried voice. Emma slowly backed away from Mary, and then, like a puff of smoke, she vanished into the night like a stealth animal. “Oh, be careful,” Mary whispered. She looked around the woods. “Okay, Mary, Sheriff Mables lives west of you…this way…”

      Mary started to walk through the dark woods, maneuvering over the raw ground on very careful feet. Eventually, she came out on Green Pine Street, behind the house of Mr. and Mrs. Joe Brickston. The backyard was silent. Mary crept over damp grass and walked to the front yard. As she did, a pair of headlights appeared in the distance. Mary ran to a tree and ducked down. Agent Green raced past the tree in his car without spotting Mary.

      “That was close,” Mary whispered and waited until the headlights vanished before leaving the tree. She turned left and aimed her body toward Autumn Street, the street Sheriff Mables lived on. “Have to be smart,” Mary warned herself, dashing to one tree or another, hiding, and then dashing away to another tree. She felt silly, of course, but danger was loose and attempting to track her down. Safety overrode the feeling of silliness. Of course, Mary thought, running behind an oak tree, John would sure get a kick out of seeing his wife creeping about like a silly clown wearing no shoes.

      “If only John was home,” Mary said, hiding behind the oak tree. The oak tree was standing in the yard of one Mrs. Amelia Gwenbee, a cranky old widow who yelled at the postman if he stepped onto her property. Mary wasn’t in the mood to have a cranky old woman scold her, so she got moving again.

      Ten minutes later she planted her feet on Autumn Street and ran to a small but comfortable-sized two-story home sitting in a sleepy yard surrounded by other homes. The house was dark, but Mary saw Sheriff Mables’ car parked in the driveway. She slipped past the car and ran to the back porch and scooted up the back porch stairs.

      “Be unlocked,” she begged and tried the back door. To her relief, the door was unlocked. “Oh, thank goodness,” she whispered and hurried into a dark kitchen. She flipped on a light switch and looked around at a kitchen that sparkled and shined. Mrs. Mables was a wonderful housekeeper who kept her home cleaner than a whistle.

      “Sheriff? Mrs. Mables?” Mary yelled out. “It’s me, Mary! If you can hear me make a sound!”

      A loud crashing sound came from the living room. Mary ran out of the kitchen, worked her way through a small dining room, and burst into a living room that smelled of perfume and cigar smoke. She skidded to a stop beside a closet standing next to the front door and yanked it open. Two faces appeared—one furious, the other terrified.

      “Oh my,” Mary gasped, pulling a handkerchief out of Sheriff Mables’ mouth. “Sheriff, are you okay?”

      “My…foot,” Sheriff Mables moaned in pain. “Bowling ball…”

      Mary looked down and spotted a blue bowling ball sitting beside Sheriff Mables’ right foot. “That’s the crashing sound I heard from the kitchen?” Sheriff Mables nodded. “Oh, you poor dears,” she said. She helped Sheriff Mables and his wife out of the closet and quickly untied them.

      Lucy Mables grabbed Mary into her arms and hugged her. “I thought we were dead,” she cried. “That awful man pointed a gun right at me.”

      Mary hugged Lucy back. The poor woman was shaking all over. If her hair hadn’t been completely gray already, Mary was sure it would have turned that color tonight.

      “Agent Green nearly killed me, too,” Mary said as she walked Lucy over to a green and white couch and sat her down.

      Sheriff Mables rubbed his wrists. “Mary, where is that snake?”

      “I’m not sure,” Mary replied. She sat down next to Lucy and began rubbing her feet. “Sheriff, there is a lot that I need to explain. Please sit down.”

      “I’d rather stand, thank you,” Sheriff Mables told Mary. He patted his hip. “That snake took my gun.”

      Lucy grabbed Mary’s hands. “Mary, what is going on?” she asked.

      Mary drew in a deep breath and slowly began to talk. “There is a spy in town, but it’s not what you think. The real spy is Agent Green. His real name is Eberhart Kruger.”

      “A German!” Sheriff Mables yelled. “Well, it sure figures it would be that way.”

      “Not all Germans are bad, dear,” Lucy said. “My cousin is German and she’s a wonderful person. She has two sweet children and she’s married to a good man.”

      “That’s true,” Sheriff Mables agreed. He rubbed the back of his neck and then yanked a cigar out of his pocket and shoved it into his mouth. “Mary, keep talking.”

      Mary carefully explained about Emma and how Farmer Griffith was connected to her. “Emma is a sweet woman, Sheriff. She means no harm.”

      “Mary,” Sheriff Mables exclaimed, “this woman is still a spy stealing secrets from our country.”

      Lucy looked at Mary. “My husband is right, Mary. This woman, even though she may appear to be a friend, is really our enemy.”

      Mary wanted to debate with Lucy but knew better. The truth was, Emma was a spy stealing secrets—even though the secrets she was stealing were vital to her cause. The entire situation was a twisted piece of metal that no one could untangle. Certain logics simply clashed with valuable truths; purpose fought with integrity and reason was at war with honor. Emma had her mission, Agent Green had his mission, and Sheriff Mables and Lucy had their mission to remain patriotic to the American flag. Mary knew she would never betray the American flag, but she couldn’t bring herself to condemn Emma. She felt lost in an ocean of confusion.

      “I know,” she finally spoke in a tired voice. “I realize that Emma is a spy. But on the other hand, she is not trying to harm our country. She is simply attempting to support her cause and—” Mary stopped talking when her words mimicked Agent Green’s ugly statements. “Oh dear, there is no excuse, is there?”

      “No,” Sheriff Mables told Mary. “This woman is a spy on American soil, Mary. She must be arrested immediately.”

      “No,” Mary begged. “Please, allow Emma to return to France. That is what she really desires to do anyway.” Mary looked down at the floor. She kept her mouth shut about the papers Emma was currently racing to find. “Sheriff, we need to capture Agent Green. He’s the one who killed Farmer Griffith.”

      “And how do you suggest we catch that snake?” Sheriff Mables asked Mary.

      “May I use your phone?” Mary asked. Sheriff Mables nodded. Mary climbed to her tired feet, walked over to a polished side table sitting beside the wooden staircase, and woke Heather up.

      “This better be good,” Heather yawned.

      “It is,” Mary promised. “Heather, we have a spy loose in town,” Mary explained in an urgent voice. “His name is Agent Vince Green. He’s the FBI agent, only he’s not really who he’s claiming to be. But,” Mary added in a careful voice, “have anyone who spots Agent Green tell him to come to the paper, okay? Don’t let the guy know he’s been found out. I need the full cooperation of the town on this. Also, in one hour have everyone surround the paper…pitchforks and torches, Heather. Got it?”

      “Oh, this is juicy,” Heather said in an excited voice.

      “Heather, please,” Mary begged, “pay attention. Agent Green is a very deadly man. We have to trap him.” Mary bit down on her lip. “I need Agent Green to come to the paper. Can you get that message out?”

      “I sure can, hon,” Heather promised.

      “Don’t call anyone who will spill the beans, either. You know who to call.”

      “I sure do, hon,” Heather told Mary. “Now, stop chewing my ear off and let me get to work.”

      “Okay,” Mary said and hung up the phone. She turned and looked at Sheriff Mables. “Sheriff, we need to get to the paper.”

      Sheriff Mables chewed on his cigar. “If apples aren’t red,” he told Mary, “you sure beat everything, Mary Holland.” Sheriff Mables walked over to his wife and kissed her cheek. “Keep the doors locked, dear. I’ll be back before sunup. Have some coffee making, okay?”

      Lucy stood up and hugged her husband. “Be careful,” she said, feeling like she was sending her husband off into a dangerous war that he would never return from.

      Sheriff Mables hugged Lucy back, hiked up his pants, and then pointed at the front door. “Let’s go, Mary.”

      Mary hugged Lucy goodbye and hurried outside into the night with Sheriff Mables. She didn’t get ten feet before Agent Green came racing down the street, jumped out of his car, and came running at the house with his gun drawn.

      “Inside!” Sheriff Mables yelled, shoving Mary back into the living room. Mary tumbled back. Seconds later, Sheriff Mables crashed down onto the floor next to her.

      “Don’t move,” Agent Green warned Mary and kicked the front door shut.

      Mary looked up into a pair of vicious, furious eyes. “You won’t get away with this,” she promised.

      Sheriff Mables rubbed the back of his head. “Put down that gun and fight me man to man.”

      “Shut up!” Agent Green yelled. “I’m through being nice.” He pointed his gun at Lucy. “Where is Emma Charron? I want answers and I want them now or that woman dies!”

      Sheriff Mables looked at his wife. Lucy turned pale and then fainted. “You’re going to pay,” he promised Agent Green.

      Agent Green hissed. “Where is Emma Charron?” he demanded.

      “I sent her away,” Mary told Agent Green. She brought a fake but convincing smile to her lips. “Emma escaped, Agent Green. She’s going to return back to France and further her own cause.”

      Agent Green glared down at Mary with raging eyes. “You’re lying!”

      “Do you see Emma standing in this living room?” Mary asked Agent Green. “You lost, jerk. Emma won.”

      Agent Green stepped back toward the front door and lowered his gun. If Emma had truly escaped, he was in serious trouble with his superiors. Failure was not an option. “Mrs. Holland, I managed to capture the Andersons before they left town. Mitch Anderson is tied up in the trunk of my car. His parents are resting in a closet in their home.” Agent Green narrowed his eyes. “If you refuse to tell me the truth, they will all die, beginning with the boy.”

      Mary stared at Agent Green. She was in quicksand up to her neck. “Okay, okay,” she told Agent Green and wiped her smile away. “I…what if I give you the papers Emma was searching for in exchange for Mitch? Please.”

      Agent Green grinned. “That’s more like it. Where are the papers?”

      “At my office,” Mary said, hoping for the best.

      Outside in the night, certain phones rang as Heather began rallying her troops.
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      Agent Green shoved Sheriff Mables back into the living room closet and then pushed Lucy in. “Get comfortable,” he said with a grin and slammed the closet door shut. “Mrs. Holland, let’s take a ride.”

      Mary looked at the closet door. Agent Green raised his gun and aimed it at her. “Okay,” she said and walked outside with the gun pressed into her back. She got into the passenger’s seat, debated making a run for it while Agent Green walked around to the driver’s side, and then decided her enemy would shoot her dead before she ran five steps. “Be smart,” she whispered.

      Agent Green climbed behind the steering wheel and closed the driver’s side door. “Mrs. Holland, it’s a shame that it has come to this. I have a great deal of damage control to accomplish after I achieve my goal.”

      “You mean you’re going to come back and kill Sheriff Mables and Lucy.”

      Agent Green placed the gun down on his lap. “Mrs. Holland, desperate situations require desperate measures. I have to ensure that my task is successful by eliminating certain…dangerous variables.”

      “People are not variables, you jerk,” Mary snapped. “People are God’s creation that deserve to live free and have a chance at happiness. Life is difficult enough without the likes of you making it more complicated.”

      Agent Green turned his head and stared at Mary with cold, soulless eyes. “Mrs. Holland, the clash of ideas is a long and very tedious war. The Civil War was a war fought over ideas. The Revolutionary War was a war fought over ideas. World War One was a war fought over ideas. You see, Mrs. Holland, we are in a constant war of ideas. Physical force is simply used to carry out those ideas into a realistic form.”

      “Take your ideas and sit on them,” Mary told Agent Green. She snapped her arms together. “I don’t need to sit here and listen to you spout off a bunch of garbage.”

      “What you call garbage I call a noble cause, Mrs. Holland,” Agent Green said through gritted teeth. “Tell me, what good are humans if they are allowed to live free?”

      Mary gaped at him. “I don’t—”

      Agent Green threw up his right hand. “Humans will end up destroying this planet and each other, Mrs. Holland. You see, humans need to be constantly monitored and controlled. Humans need to be taught and guided. Humans need to be molded into functioning servants that perform a worthy cause.” Agent Green motioned his hand around. “This little town you call home is a prime example.”

      “Pineville is a lovely town.”

      “Your town, Mrs. Holland, is filled with a disease called the ‘American Dream,’” Agent Green snarled. “The streets are lined with cozy homes. Men work neat little jobs and the women stay home and bake all day. Children walk to school with their milk money safely intact. The local bank doesn’t even lock its vault during business hours.”

      “What’s wrong with that?” Mary asked. “Pineville is a community. Neighbors trust each other and—”

      “Your way of life is a disease,” Agent Green snarled again. He brought his car to life and got moving. “You stand behind a Constitution that teaches rebellion. You create a way of life that infects the thinking of men and women that need to be converted into obedient slaves.” Agent Green slowed the car and turned right onto Redwood Lane. “My people are pushing Germany forward while America continues to infect the world with ideas of freedom and liberty. Freedom and liberty is a disease, Mrs. Holland. If man is given unlimited freedom, he will rebel against the truth.”

      Mary shook her head in disgust. “You’re a very sick person,” she told Agent Green. “You’re spewing the words of a madman.”

      “I’m speaking the truth,” Agent Green told Mary in a firm voice. “The German army has managed to control Europe. Someday we will control the world. But controlling the world is impossible as long as men and women think they are free. The German government has brainwashed its people and manipulated them into obeying the cause of a truth they would have never agreed to if they had not allowed their minds to become altered.” Agent Green snatched a Lucky Strike out of his pocket. “We will infect your college campuses with our agenda, Mrs. Holland, and alter the minds of your youth. We will change your educational system and religious systems. We will transform your government and destroy political opposition. We have men in power already. Mr. Hoover is only the beginning.”

      Mary felt cold chills run down her spine. “You’ll never change the true heart of the American people, you snake. America is a proud, brave, and free country.”

      Agent Green sneered. “The American people, perhaps, but the men within your government are spineless. In time we will succeed in destroying this country. The war will be long, but we will win. In the meantime, my people will dominate Europe, Africa, Russia, and Asia. We already have the Italians and the Japanese on our side.”

      Mary looked out of the passenger’s side window. She felt trapped inside of a nightmare. How had her little town become a breeding ground for danger? But boy oh boy, if she lived through the mess she was in, she sure was going to have a whopper of a story to write.

      And speaking of the story, Mary reminded herself, she needed to make sure Betty got credit. After all, Betty was her best friend and had helped her uncover a valuable truth. Mary wished Betty was with her. But Betty was home in bed, dreaming one of her dreams, and most likely sucking her thumb. Mary didn’t know why Betty still sucked her thumb when she slept—an unconscious habit, she guessed. Not that thumb sucking was bad. Nah, Mary thought, if Betty sucked her thumb while she slept, what was the harm? Life was short and if Betty found comfort in sucking her thumb, then so be it. Of course, Mary would never tell anyone. Betty had pride and dignity and…and…

      Mary stopped thinking about Betty. Trying to take her mind off her fear wasn’t a good idea. She had to deal with Agent Green and not shy away from his evil words even though her mind wanted to run as far away as possible from every word spoken. “You’re forgetting that we won our freedom.”

      “You didn’t win your freedom,” Agent Green corrected Mary. “You were born into freedom. You do nothing to sustain the freedom given to you. Your military defends your freedom. You, Mrs. Holland, are a selfish bottom feeder.”

      “Boy, are you insane,” Mary barked. “A person is not selfish because he or she is born in a free country, you looney bird. And just because I enjoy the freedoms my God has given this country doesn’t mean I’m selfish. If I was asked to take up arms and fight I would do so without blinking an eye, so stop throwing your trash at me.”

      Agent Green glanced at Mary. The woman was hardheaded, stubborn, and beyond hope. Mary Holland, he knew, had to be destroyed. “Mrs. Holland, once you give me the papers I need I’ll go away,” he lied.

      “No, you won’t,” Mary corrected Agent Green. “You’re going to kill me, the sheriff and his wife, and the Andersons.” Mary steadied her mind. “I lied. I don’t have the papers you want at my office.”

      Agent Green slammed on the brakes. “What do you mean?”

      Mary thought fast. “I hid the papers at the farm. If you…let Mitch go free, he’ll go get the papers for you.”

      Agent Green threw his cigarette out of the driver’s window. “Mrs. Holland—”

      “Please,” Mary pleaded, “let Mitch go get the papers. He’ll do as you order him because you have his parents locked in a closet.” Mary decided it was time for her to play a little spy. “And…if you promise not to kill me…I’ll tell you all about Farmer Griffith and how we’ve been running a…spy ring,” Mary said and deliberately lowered her head in shame.

      “Ah,” Agent Green said, “so it’s true. My suspicions were correct. You have been helping the French.”

      “Yes,” Mary confessed to a lie. “There are…many of us that have been helping the French Underground Military Movement fight the Germans.”

      “Your husband is part of the movement?” Agent Green asked.

      Mary reluctantly nodded her head, feeding Agent Green the lies he wanted to hear. She needed to lure Agent Green to the paper but free Mitch first. “My husband is giving information to the French.”

      “Perfect.” Agent Green grinned. He threw open the driver’s door, ran to the trunk, snatched it open, pulled Mitch out, and carried him to the passenger’s side door. “Boy,” he said, standing Mitch on his feet, “listen to what Mrs. Holland is going to order you to do.”

      “Mitch,” Mary said, “go to the farm and get the papers with the funny writing on them. You know where I hid them.”

      Mitch gave Mary a confused face. “I do?” he asked and then read Mary’s eyes. “Oh, sure, yeah, I do.”

      “Bring the papers to my office when you get them, okay?”

      “Oh, sure,” Mitch said.

      Agent Green pointed a gun at Mary. “If you don’t, boy, this woman will die.”

      “Just don’t try to find the sheriff.” Mary winked at Mitch without Agent Green spotting her. “Whatever you do, don’t try to find the sheriff.”

      “Oh, no ma’am,” Mitch told Mary. He looked up into Agent Green’s face and then kicked him in the leg. “That’s for locking my folks in a closet!”

      Agent Green grabbed his right leg and pushed Mitch away. “Get going, boy!” he yelled.

      Mitch looked at Mary. “Avoid the sheriff, Mitch,” Mary said and nodded her head. “Get going.”

      Mitch took off running. Agent Green watched him disappear into the night and then crawled back behind the steering wheel of his car and started driving. When they arrived at the paper, he forced Mary inside at gunpoint. Mary walked to her office, clicked on a lamp, and sat down behind her desk. Agent Green tossed his fedora down on a chair and went for yet another Lucky Strike. “Okay, we have time. Start talking,” he ordered Mary.

      Mary rubbed her feet across the floor and then rubbed the small of her back and studied her situation. She had Mitch going to fetch the sheriff, or so she hoped. Emma was at the farm retrieving her papers and then she would come back to the newspaper. Heather was rallying her troops, who, unfortunately, would not spot Agent Green lurking about, but would eventually make their way down to the newspaper—not with pitchforks and torches, of course, but with shotguns and town strength. Agent Green, on the other hand, was standing alone, trapping himself inside an office without any way out.

      Mary felt proud of herself as she continued to spin her story. “We began working with the French movement after the Germans invaded France. You see…my…cousin lives in France.”

      Agent Green stared at Mary and listened. “Your cousin?” he asked.

      Mary nodded her head. “My cousin and her…husband…live in Paris,” Mary continued. “They both joined the French movement and asked me and my husband to help them.”

      “How?” Agent Green demanded.

      Mary threw her eyes down at her hands. “Uh…by sending them information…military information.” Mary continued. “I have a…nephew that’s in the army. He collects information for me and we pass it on to the French. Emma was sent to collect the information.”

      Agent Green worked on his Lucky Strike. “Keep talking,” he ordered Mary.

      “Farmer Griffith was using his farm to hide French spies,” Mary told Agent Green with a glance up at the clock. It wouldn’t be long before her own troops arrived. She had to keep Agent Green distracted.

      “That’s why the man named you out on the note he wrote?”

      “Yes,” Mary confessed to another lie. “We were aware that…an outside enemy was moving in on us. Farmer Griffith feared that the children were in danger.”

      “Because the children stole Miss Charron’s briefcase she hid in the barn…the barn that burned down.”

      “Yes,” Mary told Agent Green. “Farmer Griffith was afraid you would go after the children if you— ” Mary quickly threw a few pieces of wood together, “…if you…managed to catch Emma and get the truth out of her.”

      Agent Green grew silent and began evaluating every word Mary had confessed. It appeared to his eyes that the woman was speaking the truth, yet his gut wasn’t so certain. He reminded himself that Mary was a very clever woman who had managed to dodge his bullets all day and all night. He had failed to assassinate her character. He had failed to turn her own people into an angry mob. He had failed in intimidating her. He had even failed to shoot her. Sure, in the end, Mary had made a fatal mistake and returned for the sheriff, which Agent Green assumed she would do, but his victory was small compared to the major battle he had been fighting. But a victory was a victory. Only, Agent Green wasn’t so sure victory was within his grasp. Mary’s confession wasn’t sitting well in his gut; not at all.

      “I want names, locations, and attack plans,” he snapped at Mary. “Now!”

      Mary watched Agent Green aim his gun at her. “Names…locations…attacks plans…” She gulped and yelled at her mind to think, but her mind drew a blank. Staring at the barrel of a gun had that effect on some people.

      “Now!” Agent Green yelled again and threw his cigarette down. “Who was your husband sending information to, Mrs. Holland? What location in France is the underground movement located? Where are they planning to attack next? I want answers!”

      Mary stared at Agent Green’s gun. She feared her end had come. Then, out of nowhere, an idea struck her.

      “I’ll tell you what you want to know only after I get a cup of coffee. It’s been a long day and I’m not saying another word until I get a hot cup of coffee.” Mary stubbornly folded her arms and put on her “determined woman’s” face that let any man know he was fighting a losing battle.

      Agent Green lowered his gun. “One cup,” he growled and looked around the office. “Where is the coffee pot?”

      “Uh…coffee pot…sure,” Mary said and sighed. “At the diner,” she confessed and then winced. “You wouldn’t be willing to walk down to the diner and get a girl a cup of coffee, would you?”

      Agent Green raised his gun again. “Mrs. Holland, you are lying to me. My patience with you has come to an end. Now you will die!”

      Mary felt the color drain from her face. “Oh, John, I’m going to miss you,” she whispered and prepared to be shot.
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      Before Agent Green could fire his gun, a shadowy figure appeared in the office doorway. “Oh no you don’t!” Betty yelled and shoved Agent Green as hard as she could. Agent Green went flying forward, crashed down in front of the desk, and felt his gun slip out of his hand. “Run, Mary!” Betty shrieked.

      Mary jumped to her feet and raced over to Betty. “I thought you were in bed asleep,” she said to Betty.

      “I was, but then I woke up and remembered I forgot my pen,” Betty told Mary. She pulled Mary out into the hallway, slammed the office door shut, and locked it with a spare key just as Agent Green got to his feet.

      “Come on,” Mary said. She grabbed Betty’s hand and ran down the hallway and into the wide room holding four work desks and stopped. “Betty, we have to keep Agent Green inside the paper. Heather is mobilizing a small army. Mitch is going to get the sheriff, and Emma should be here soon.”

      “Okay,” Betty said in a simple voice. She lifted her left hand up. “I have my pen.”

      Mary felt a grin touch her lips. Good ol’ Betty. “Thank goodness you forgot your pen,” she said as she heard Agent Green begin kicking the office door. “He’s trying to get out.”

      Betty nodded her head. “Yes, Mary, that’s what it sounds like. I hope you make him pay for the door.”

      “I doubt he will,” Mary informed Betty and took her eyes to a door leading out to the back alley. She ran to the door, swung it open, stuck her head out into a dark alley, and looked to her left and then to her right. Emma was nowhere in sight.

      “Oh, I guess Emma took her papers and ran,” Mary said in a disappointed, hurt voice. “I really believed she would—” Mary stopped talking when she heard the sound of a motorcycle approaching in the distance. “Emma’s here.” She happily clapped her hands and motioned for Betty to run into the alley. But before Betty could reach the door, Agent Green kicked the office door in, fired a shot at the ceiling, and stopped Betty in her tracks.

      “Don’t move, Betty!” Mary said.

      Agent Green aimed his gun at Mary. “Get away from the door!” he yelled.

      Mary backed away from the door but didn’t close it. She wasn’t sure if Agent Green had heard Emma’s motorcycle or not. It appeared that he hadn’t. “You’re going to pay for my office door,” she told Agent Green, pulling Betty behind her back.

      Agent Green had had enough of Mary Holland. The woman was good and sour to him. He regretted even wasting his time and energy on her. Nothing good had come of chasing the woman down and shaking her for answers. He would capture Emma—somehow—and get real answers. But first, he would kill Mary and Betty, wait for Mitch to return with the papers, and clean up his mess.

      “Mrs. Holland, in a war of ideas, only the most aggressive soldiers come out holding the victory flag,” he told Mary as he prepared to fire.

      “No!” a voice yelled.

      “What?” Agent Green looked around. He spotted the figure of a woman appear in the door leading into the alley. The woman squatted down, aimed a gun at him, and fired off three bullets. The last thing Agent Vince Green, aka Eberhart Kruger, saw before falling into an eternal black nightmare was the victorious grin on Mary Holland’s face.

      Mary let go of Betty, turned around, and hugged Emma. “Oh, I knew you would come back!” she cried.

      Emma wrapped her arms around Mary and hugged her back. “The evil is dead…at least one of them,” she said. “Now, Mary, I must go, yes.”

      Mary let go of Emma and looked into her eyes. Outside she heard a group of people approaching the paper. “That will be my army,” she told Emma.

      Emma reached out and wiped Mary’s tears away. “Do not cry, Mary Holland. Our friendship will be forever, yes? Someday when the war is over I will come back to your town for coffee.”

      Mary stared at Emma. She saw a single tear appear in the woman’s eyes. Mary realized the tear was for Emma’s parents and for all the people suffering under the heavy hand of war. “Don’t cry, Emma Charron, because you are loved,” she said and wiped Emma’s tear away. “Now, go.”

      “You will not try to stop me?” Emma asked. “I am a spy, yes? It is your duty to stop me.”

      “No,” Mary told Emma, “it’s my duty to defend life, liberty, and freedom.” Mary kissed Emma on her cheek. “When the war is over, please come back.”

      Emma smiled, and like a puff of smoke, she vanished into the night. Mary sighed and closed the back door.

      Betty was staring at her with wide eyes. “You let a spy go, Mary. My goodness, what a thing to do.”

      “Emma isn’t a spy,” Mary told Betty, putting her arm around her. “Emma Charron is a brave soldier.” Mary walked Betty past Agent Green’s body and made her way outside, where a lady wearing a pink fuzzy bathrobe was leading a group of confused men and women up the front sidewalk.

      “We’re here, hon,” Heather called out to Mary. “We heard gunshots. Is everything okay?”

      “Everything is fine.” Mary smiled and hugged Heather. Then she spotted Sheriff Mables running up the sidewalk with Mitch at his side. “Everything is just fine.”

      Sheriff Mables hurried up to Mary and caught his breath. “I heard gunshots.”

      “Agent Green is inside, Sheriff. He’s dead.”

      “Dead,” Heather gasped and turned around to face the confused eyes staring at her. “Okay, folks, show is over. We can all go home now.”

      Sheriff Mables looked at Mary. “Where is the other spy?” he asked.

      “Other spy?” Heather gasped. She turned back to the faces preparing to go home. “Hold on a minute, folks, the show ain’t over yet. We have two spies on our hands.”

      Mary glanced at Betty. “Sheriff, I can’t really say where the other spy is, can you, Betty?”

      Betty held up a pen. “I found my pen,” she told Sheriff Mables and let out a crooked, silly smile.

      Heather threw up her hands. “Okay, folks, the show is really over this time. Let’s all go home.”

      Mary let out a sweet giggle and hugged Betty. Good ol’ Betty.

      “Well, if apples aren’t red,” Sheriff Mables fussed and rushed inside the paper.

      Mary walked over to Mitch, took his hand, and smiled. “Come on, Mitch, I’m sure your folks are getting tired of being locked in a closet.”

      “Boy,” Mitch said in an excited voice, “is Chuck Lawson going to turn green. Golly, he sure is.”

      As Mary walked away, a shadowy figure appeared on the roof of the paper. Emma watched Mary walk down the sidewalk with Mitch and Betty. “Friends for life, yes,” she said and disappeared.
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      Mary tapped a pen against the typewriter sitting on her desk, trying to decide how to begin the story of a lifetime. Her mind was rested, her belly was full, and she was wearing a fresh pink and white dress that wasn’t soaking wet or torn. The dress was a present from Dave and Marla Anderson, who decided to relocate to a new town far, far away from Pineville.

      “How to begin the story?” Mary asked herself, and then heard Betty knock on the office door. “Come in, Betty.”

      Betty opened a new door that she didn’t like very much. The old office door Agent Green had kicked in was much nicer. But now wasn’t the time to complain. “Mary…there’s an Agent Michael Price here to see you.”

      “Another agent?” Mary asked.

      “He’s from the FBI,” Betty whispered and moved aside as a tall, thin man wearing a dark gray suit appeared in the doorway. The man had a stone face and hard eyes. The first thought that went through Mary’s mind was that she was about to go to war with another Agent Green. But then Agent Price let out a warm smile.

      “I’m not from the FBI,” Price told Betty in a warm voice.

      “Oh, I thought…I saw the suit…I assumed…” Betty fumbled over her words.

      “Mrs. Holland, allow me to introduce myself. My name is Michael Price. I’m with the War Department.”

      “Oh, the War Department,” Mary said and felt her stomach sink. “My husband,” she gasped in panic even though Michael Price was still smiling.

      Michael held up his hand. “Mrs. Holland, as far as I know, your husband is fine. I’m here,” he said as he removed a gray fedora, revealing thick gray hair, “because I want to talk to you about Eberhart Kruger.”

      “Uh, Betty, will you leave us alone, please?” Mary asked.

      “It’s almost lunchtime,” Betty said in a nervous voice. “I’ll go to the diner and eat lunch if that’s okay, Mary.”

      “That’s fine, honey.”

      Betty quickly closed the door and hurried down the hallway to tell William and Millie about the man from the War Department.

      “She’s a strange woman.” Michael smiled. He reached into his front pocket and pulled out a pipe. “Do you mind?”

      Mary shook her head no. “By all means,” she said and leaned back in her chair.

      Michael lit his pipe and sent the smell of cherry tobacco into the stuffy office air. Then he pointed at the radio sitting on Mary’s desk. “I like that tune.”

      “Harry James and his Orchestra make good music,” Mary told Michael. Then it occurred to her that she had been listening to Harry James and his Orchestra the same day Agent Green arrived. Only now a good man was standing in her office instead of a bad man.

      “Mrs. Holland,” Michael said, “I need to know everything Eberhart Kruger told you. Not only myself but General Eisenhower.”

      “General Eisenhower?” Mary gasped.

      Michael nodded. “Mrs. Holland, we have been aware for quite some time that there are faulty men within our government—men working to destroy the very fabric of our country by changing the course of the war. Eberhart Kruger is just one of many. However, if you are able to tell me every word that man said to you, perhaps we can make some form of progress. You see, Mrs. Holland, and this information is not to leave this room, we are planning a major invasion next year. Of course, this information can never be made public. We want to catch the Germans by surprise. But that is becoming very, very difficult to do. That’s why I need you to tell me about Eberhart Kruger.”

      Mary leaned forward and folded her hands together. “Mr. Price, I will be more than happy to tell you every single word that snake spoke to me.”

      Michael sat down in a chair, worked on his pipe, and listened to Mary talk. To his relief, the woman was able to go into exquisite detail. By the time Mary finished talking, more than two hours had passed. “I hope I’ve been helpful.”

      “You have indeed, Mrs. Holland.” Michael smiled at Mary. He stood up and tapped her typewriter. “Unfortunately, this is one story that you can’t write.”

      “Oh, pooh,” Mary fussed. “After all I’ve been through, too.”

      Michael smiled again. “Well, let’s just call it even. After all, letting a foreign spy go free is a serious offense. Oh yes, we have our ways of knowing,” Michael told Mary. “But don’t worry, Mrs. Holland, Emma Charron is back home in France with a little bit more information than she expected, compliments of the United States government.”

      Mary furrowed her brow. “I don’t understand.”

      Michael put his pipe away. “Let’s just say, Mrs. Holland, that the French Underground Military Movement is very useful to us and that Emma Charron belongs on the front line and not behind bars.” Michael put his hat back on and walked to the office door. He opened it and waved a hand at Mary. “Mrs. Holland, it has been a pleasure.”

      “I suppose it has.” Mary let out a tired smile. She waved goodbye to Agent Michael Price and then stood up. “I guess I’ll go see if Betty wants to have a slice of pie with me.”

      Mary walked out of her office and found Betty sitting at her desk proofreading a piece Millie had written. “I’m hungry for pie. You want to come with me to the diner, honey?”

      Betty looked up from her work. “Millie is really getting better,” she told Mary. “There were only four mistakes in her piece this time.”

      “That’s good, honey,” Mary told Betty. “Where is Millie, anyway?”

      “She is at the high school interviewing Mrs. Brook.”

      “Oh, that’s right, this is the week Mrs. Brook starts using her new lunch menu. Every kid in town is raising a fuss about it, too,” Mary said.

      Betty stood up from her desk and nearly tripped and fell into Mary. “Oh, I’m such a klutz.”

      “Oh, I don’t know about that, honey.” Mary smiled and looked down at the bright yellow dress Betty was wearing. The dress made Betty look like a lemon. Mary let out a giggle and hugged Betty’s shoulder. “Come on, I’ll buy you a piece of pie.”

      “Wait a minute,” Betty said. She turned to her desk, grabbed her pen, and placed it inside her green purse. “I can’t forget my pen.”

      “No, you sure can’t, honey.” Mary laughed and walked Betty down to the diner.

      As Mary and Betty talked over blueberry pie, a strange car drove into town, eased past the paper, and then sped away. The person driving the car drove to Mary’s house, parked, got out, walked up to the front door, stuck a note in the door, and then left.

      Later that evening, when Mary returned home from the paper, she found the note stuck in the front door. She removed the piece of paper and read the words inside.

      “Oh my,” she gasped. She rushed inside her house, slammed the front door, locked it, and ran upstairs. “Oh my, oh my,” Mary kept saying over and over again as she began searching for her suitcase. “I have to get out of town. I have to get out of town…oh my, I have to get out of town.”

      As Mary searched for her suitcase, the strange car pulled up in front of her house. A mysterious figure got out of the car, walked up to the front door, and rang the doorbell.

      Mary froze. “Oh my.” She winced, dropping down onto the floor and crawling under her bed. “Go away, go away…oh please, go away,” she begged.

      Out on the front porch, the mysterious figure smiled and rang the doorbell again.

      “Mary Holland, I know you’re in there,” a man called out. “You can’t hide from me!”

      “Oh, go away,” Mary begged and threw her arms over her head. “Oh, John, where are you when I need you the most?” she whispered, squeezing her eyes shut as the doorbell rang for a third time.

      Suddenly, Mary crawled out from under the bed, wondering what she was thinking. She had never been one to run from danger, and she wasn’t about to start now. She took a deep breath as the doorbell rang once again.

      It was going to be quite a night.
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