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Chapter 1 – Men’s Club


 


Friday
Evening, June 12th


Morelville
Opera House


 


“This
meeting of the Morelville Men’s Club will come to order!” Ryan Fuller banged
his hand down on a music stand and then snickered at his attempt to sound
official. 


“Shaddup!”
Timothy Locke, hollered over at him as he jostled with his best friend, Jerry
Carr. “No one died and put no junior in charge.”


Cole
Roberts gulped and smiled uneasily as he stood a little to the side of the
group of the others. He wanted to fit in and be one of the guys but he was
nervous about them all being in the old opera house where he knew they
shouldn’t be. He cringed inwardly as Tim, their school quarterback and a star
wrestler on the high school team, and Jerry scuffled, trying to take each other
down. 


The
two overgrown boys bumped into rows of old theater style chairs that had all
been pushed toward the front of the room and to one side as they grappled their
way down behind the last row of them, toward the windows. Cole stuffed his hand
in the pocket of his Levi’s and crossed his fingers, hoping they wouldn’t go
crashing through one of the windows and end up getting them all in trouble.  


Both
boys continued their struggle for physical dominance while Cole, Ryan and Mike
Waite looked on. Ryan and Mike jeered at them both but Cole remained silent.


His
silence didn’t go unnoticed for long. Tim got Jerry in a chokehold of sorts
from which he struggled to escape and then he pinned him to the floor.
Staggering up, the victor puffed out his chest and strutted in front of the
other three boys, calling out, “Who wants a piece of this now?” He stopped in
front of Cole. “What’s a matter, Roberts? Scared?”


“No.”
Cole tried to plaster his face with a scowl. 


His
attention was diverted from Locke by Carr trying to rise from the floor and
only making it as far as his knees. Even in the dim light still coming from the
windows, Cole could see that his shirt and pants were coated in a thin film of
dust. He looked at the tracks the two had made all over the floor as they’d
scuffled around and wrestled and, so lost was he in contemplation of that, he’d
all but forgotten Locke staring him down.


Tim
Locke didn’t forget his goal. As Jerry lunged for him, he grabbed onto Cole’s
arm and jerked him around until he was holding him from behind. Jerry nearly
crashed into them, only just saving himself from being kicked by Cole’s
flailing feet.


“It’s
initiation time!” Locke crowed. “Little Cole Roberts wants to join our club so
now it’s time to make sure he’s good and scared.”


“Initiation?
I thought I was already a member by helping you get in here?” Cole stopped
struggling against his captor’s grip and pleaded his case.


“You
think squeezing through a window and unlocking a door was your initiation? Oh,
no, no! Right boys?”


“Let
him go,” Jerry said as he stood. “You know there’s no initiation.”


“I
make the rules here, not you,” Tim shot back at him. “Maybe you just want
another beat down!”


“Look,
whatever,” Jerry said. “What would you have him do? Wrestle you?”


“Naw;
something better than that.”


“Like
what?” Mike asked. 


Locke
let go of Cole and spun in a quick circle and then again a little slower.
“Ain’t much in here we could get him to do.” He tipped his chin toward the
stage. “What’s up there?”


None
of the boys answered. 


“What
the hell is that; a stage?”


“What’s
it look like, dumbass?” Jerry asked him. “Of course it’s a stage. This is an
old the-a-ter.” 


Cole
winced internally. He knew it was what folks in town called an opera house
because he’d heard his grandparents and his Aunt Mel talking about it but he
knew better than to say that to this group. 


Locke
turned on his booted heel and sauntered toward the stage. He stopped in front
of the orchestra pit out in front of it and looked up. “Can’t see nothin’ from
here. Too dark up there.” Looking back over his shoulder he asked, “Are you
afraid of the dark, Roberts?”


“Um,
no,” Cole answered back in a small voice…too small.


“Bet
you are,” Ryan needled him. “Bet if we asked your sister, she’d say different.”


“Leave
my sister alone,” Cole defended Beth. “She’s only 14 and not interested in
you.” He clenched a fist at his side but then released it.


Mike
snickered. “He wouldn’t even have to fight you Ryan. I’ll bet little ol’ Beth
can take you.”


Cole
ignored him and looked back toward the stage. Tim had skirted around the
orchestra pit and had climbed the stairs to the platform. He and the other
three boys watched him as he looked around the stage and kicked at some boxes back
in the shadows.


“What’s
up there?” Ryan called out.


“Ain’t
much…” Tim Locke paused as he looked up. “Pretty dark up top but looks like
there’s a kind of walkway up there like a…like a skywalk kind of thing.”


“Huh?”
Jerry had a confused look plastered across his face. 


Locke,
still looking up, walked to the side of the stage. He tugged at a heavy curtain
that lined a sidewall and looked behind it at the wall. From where the other
boys were standing, they couldn’t see what he was looking at.


“Roberts,
get up here! I just figured out what you’re gonna’ do. Hope you ain’t afraid of
heights!”









Chapter 2
– The Pits


 


Cole
gulped as bile rose in his throat and tried to shake off the feeling of dread
washing over him. He wanted to be accepted by this group. When he’d gone out
for football his sophomore year, they were the ones on the team everyone else
wanted to be like. They ignored him like the plague except when it was time to
haul gear back and forth from the field house. Then, he was treated just like
the freshmen, everybody’s whipping boy.


Now
that he was a junior, or almost, and working on getting his driver’s license
with the cool pickup his aunts had helped his mom get him, they wanted to be
his pals. He didn’t care. He just wanted friends. 


He
started toward the stage slowly. 


“Shake
a leg Roberts; we ain’t got all night!” Tim called out from his position now
near the curtained wall on the side where he’d gone up the stairs. 


Cole
picked up the pace, climbed the stairs himself and stopped a couple feet from
Tim on the stage. 


Locke
called to the others, “Toss that ball up here. Robert’s here is going to play a
little game with us.”


Ryan
threw the ball just as Cole turned. He barely caught the wobbly pass. Tim moved
the curtain aside and revealed to Cole an old wooden ladder that was fastened
to the wall running from nearly the stage floor up to a small platform 15 feet
or so over his head. His eyes traveled from the little platform to the catwalk
that ran along the length of the stage, up over it to what he expected was a
similar platform on the other side. From what little detail he could make out
in the murkiness overhead, the wood looked old and dry and not at all safe. 


 “Load
up Roberts. You’re going to get up there and we’re going to play catch.”


“I
don’t know if the ladder or those…those planks up there will hold me. They look
pretty old.”


Tim
jumped on the first rung of the ladder and bounced, testing it with his weight.
“Solid as a rock,” he pronounced it. “If you want to be part of this club, you
best get going.”


Cole
shot a glance at the other three boys now standing just a few feet from the
stage. They stood, to a man, cross armed, staring him down. Resolute, he tucked
the football tight under his left arm, gripped the ladder with his right hand
and started his climb. 


The
rungs were set deep apart. He stretched carefully to reach from one to the next
and pull his trailing leg up while clutching the ball. He counted ten rungs
before he came to the step of the last couple of inches to get onto the
platform. He leaned in and tested the strength of the base with his left elbow
while still hanging tight to the ball before he committed to stepping up on it
and letting his viselike grip off the side of the ladder with his right hand.
It seemed sturdy and secure. Cole looked at the guys below, waiting, swallowed
hard, and got on the platform.


“Get
out there on that thing about the middle,” Tim called up, pointing at the
catwalk. 


Cole
drew in a deep breath and then took a tentative step onto the hanging walkway.
He watched his feet and gripped the old wooden railing about waist high on his
right side tight with each step. When he got to the first support post, he
reached around it and latched onto the handrail again and continued forward. 


When
he got to the spot he judged was the middle he turned sideways and looked down.
Tim had moved to a spot near the edge of the stage and was now standing about
15 feet down and maybe thirty feet or so out. Cole’s head spun and his stomach
churned. 


“Toss
me the ball Roberts and make it a good throw.”


Cole
flipped the football into his right hand and gripped the other handrail with is
left. He raised the ball, aimed toward Locke, pumped once, then twice, then
threw it as hard as he dared from his precarious position.


He
missed Locke by about four feet, the ball nearly sailing off the stage toward the
other teens who he could barely make out given the angle and the growing
darkness right before Locke got an arm out and managed to knock it down. It
skittered out in front of him toward the back of the stage. 


“That
sucked Roberts!” Locke declared. The guys down on the floor all laughed. After
Tim retrieved the ball, he moved under the catwalk and whipped it upwards,
commanding, “Catch!”


Caught
off guard, Cole didn’t catch it until it was making its descent and only managed
a fingertip snag over the rail. The catwalk jostled and swayed a little as he
jerked forward to make the grab and then move back to relative safety.


Tim
turned to the other three. “You guys go long. We’re gonna see if ol’ Cole can
go deep.”


“I
can’t hardly see them in the dark now,” Cole complained. If they go out too
much further, that curtain hanging down at the front will completely block
them.”


“Just
throw the damn ball Roberts,” Mike said. “If it’s half decent, one of us will
catch it.”


Ryan
and Mike jogged mostly out of his view but Jerry stayed put. Cole sucked in a
deep breath, hollered “Here it comes!” and let it fly. The cat walk shook from
his effort but held. To his relief the ball sailed past Tim who was still
standing on the stage and out over the orchestra pit into the murkiness beyond.
He was more concerned about looking good by that point than his own safety. 


Mike
hollered and Ryan cussed. Cole assumed Mike had caught the ball or nearly so.
He tried to stoop a little so he could see. 


Both
boys were standing should to shoulder and neither one of them appeared to have
the football. 


“Who
got it?” he shouted.


“That
ass blocked me,” Ryan said. “It bounced off him somewhere.”


“Where?”
Cole asked.


“Down
in that thing.”


Cole,
nearly on his knees now to see, saw Ryan wave a hand toward the pit area in
front of the stage.


“Someone
go down there and get it,” Tim ordered from the stage.


“That’s
his job,” Jerry said. “Let him come down off of there. You’ve had your fun.”


Cole
didn’t move a muscle until Locke said he could come down. He turned and went
back the way he’d gotten up to the catwalk, putting his trust in a platform and
ladder he’d already tested.


Tim
ambled off the stage and he and Jerry moved toward the other boys as Cole
descended. He heard Mike say, “There’s no light to do much of anything in here
now, what say we go get a pizza at the shop?”


While
they argued about what to do, Cole descended the three shallow steps into the
orchestra pit to retrieve the ball. He could make out some folding chairs and
music stands since they were all pushed to the side closest to him and he could
see a few boxes stacked along the back edge toward where the audience would be
too but he didn’t see the ball. 


He
shuffled forward slowly, his eyes scanning the floor out toward the front for
it. The thing was only, maybe 20 or 25 feet wide, he figured but he didn’t find
it. He looked to his right along the length.


The
pit was only about half as long as the stage and centered on it. There wasn’t
room for much in it but he couldn’t see the ball over there. 


He
turned all the way around and walked back toward the stage and that’s when he
saw it. Not the ball; a man’s body.


 


 


 


 


 











Chapter 3 – Unknown


 


“Arrrrgh!” Cole screamed. 


The other four boys stopped chattering at the sound and
watched as he scrambled for the steps and up out of the pit.


“What the hell, Roberts?” Locke questioned him.


“There’s…there’s a body over there.”


“What? You’re crazy.”


“No; I’m serious. There’s uh, uh a man in there.”


Mike moved to the edge of the pit and looked toward the
stage where Cole was pointing. “Holy crap!” he yelled. He looked at Ryan with
fear in his eyes. 


“What do we do?” Ryan asked.


“We have to get out of here,” Tim said. “Now!”


Jerry shot his friend a look. “We can’t just leave! We have
to…I don’t know…to report this.”


“And what are we gonna’ say? We broke into this building and
we found a body?” Tim turned to Mike and Ryan. “Let’s go. We’ll all go out that
back door and lock it behind us.”


Tim, Mike and Ryan started picking their way past the mass
of chairs toward the side of the stage where a narrow hallway led around behind
it. Each stole glances at the pit as Jerry stood and watched and Cole stood
shaking, tears welling up in his eyes.


Tim Locke looked back at the two of them. “Are you guys
coming or what?”


“You’re nuts,” Jerry said. “We can’t just leave!”


“Watch me! And, if you ain’t coming, you best figure out
your story and leave me out of it. I can’t afford to be in no kind of trouble
if I want to get a scholarship.” With that, he left and Fuller and Waite
followed.


 


###


 


“If my aunt doesn’t kill me, my grandpa will,” Cole said to
Jerry while they waited outside in the back of a Sheriff’s Deputy’s cruiser she
made them go and sit in that her deputy had parked across the road from the
building.


Carr scratched at the back of his head. “You’ll be okay
Roberts. We both will. We did the right thing.”


Cole wasn’t so sure. Still, he leaned left and right and
craned his neck, trying to see around the cruiser a deputy had parked right in
front of the building after Mel had cut the lock off and slid the big metal arm
that was holding it closed back. They were using the headlights of that cruiser
to throw light into the old structure.


“Look there,” Jerry elbowed him with one arm as he waived
the other toward the left, out the windshield.


Cole watched as a hearse rolled toward the building. The
driver turned off the road and ran slowly down the window side of the opera
house toward the back. “Why do you suppose he’s here?”


Jerry shrugged. “I dunno’ Come to get him I guess. Can’t see
your aunt havin’ him taken out of there in one of these things. Probably got to
take him somewhere, figure out how he died.”


Nodding, Cole swallowed hard.


 









Chapter 4 -
ID


 


10:30 PM, Friday, June 12th


Muskingum County Coroner’s Office


 


“The
decedent resembles the photo on his driver’s license. We’re running his prints to
see if we can get a hit that way but, it’s likely this is Gregory Sellers of
Port St. Lucie, Florida.”


“Florida?”
Lucas Kreskie, the county coroner, asked Mel. “What in heaven’s name was he
doing in Morelville, Ohio?” He shrugged. “From the area?”


“I
don’t know him. Your guess is as good as mine. Anyway, we found a rental car
parked half a block away in the pizza shop lot. Turns out, it was leased by
Sellers according to the paperwork we found inside. That would seem to indicate
he’s from Florida and up here for some other reason.”


“Huh.
Well, keep me posted on that. I’d say he’s about 37, give or take.”


“You
never cease to amaze me, doc. That jives with his license; says he was born in
’79.”


“Been
doing this a lot of years Sheriff.” He bent to the body on the table. “My on-site
temperature reading earlier put his body temperature at the ambient temperature
and rigor has mostly set in. I’d say he’s been dead about a day and a half.”


“So
some time yesterday?”


“Probably
late morning or early afternoon. Beyond that, I can only speculate as to cause.
He appears to have fallen or been pushed given the damage to his face but the
distance there was less than five feet so there may be a medical factor that
lead to his ultimate fall and his death.”


Mel
nodded. “You’re sure he hasn’t been there any longer than since yesterday?” She
thought of Doug Moody and wondered to herself if he really had been just a
passer through the previous week, after all. 


“Positive.”


“All
right then. I’ll let you do your thing. Sorry to tear you away from the family
on a summer Friday night.”


He
waved a hand dismissively and she scooted out the door.


 


###


 


Saturday Morning, June 13th


Crane Family Farm


Morelville, Ohio


 


“You’re
in a lot of trouble young man!”


“Grandma,
I’m sorry,” Cole pleaded.


“You
could have been hurt; whatever happened to that man could have happened to you.
Why there are any number of things that…” She stopped speaking but stood over
him, one hand on her hip, wagging a finger of the other hand at him. 


“I
know,” he hung his head. “Mom thrashed me for hours about it already.”


Faye
brushed off his exaggeration and continued, “Oh, you ain’t heard the last of it
yet; not by a longshot! You still have your aunt and your grandfather to deal
with you on this yet.”


Cole
sucked in a breath and blew it out hard. “What do you think Papa will do?”


“I
don’t know that for sure but I can imagine he’ll start with tanning your hide.
That’s what he ought’a do, anyway.”


His
eyes shifted as he heard the kitchen door open and then he cringed as the sound
of heavy boots clomped across the tiled floor. Cole gulped and shrank back in
his chair, scared to see who would round the corner into the sitting room of
the old farm house. 


He
was only slightly relieved when it was his aunt that appeared rather than his
grandfather. She looked from one to the other of them and then addressed her
mother. “There are some flower starters out in the bed of the truck from Joanne
Laymon. She thought you might want them.”


Faye
took the hint and moved to leave but not before she shot back over her
shoulder, “You probably ruined any chance you had to make Eagle Scout.”


Mel
shifted her gun belt slightly and sat down in the chair nearest to Cole’s,
remaining silent to let her mother’s parting words hang in the air. She eyed
the boy up and down but he kept his own eyes downcast.


“Look
at me,” she finally commanded.


He
raised his head slowly and focused his eyes just over the badge pinned on the
left side of her uniform shirt. 


“Cole?”


He
tipped his head then and looked her in the eyes.


“You
broke into a building you had no business being in.”


Cole
nodded.


“You
were doing God knows what in there that could have gotten you seriously hurt.”


“I
know that now.”


“You
knew better before too.” She sighed. “I’ve spoken to Jerry’s parents. They’re
of the same mind that I am. You were both wrong and you both deserve to be punished.
I’ve left it to them how to deal with him. Your mother will deal with you but
Grandpa, Grandma and I will have input.”


“Yes
ma’am. That’s why I’m out here. Mom says I’m to help with all the farm chores,
for starters.”


“Yes,
that’s a start.” She shook her head and looked at him, her disappointment
showing in her eyes. 


“I’m
sorry Aunt Mel. I really am. I know I’ll still be punished and all but…I’m just
really sorry.”


She
half nodded at him and then, with a softer tone she told him, “There’s
something else; two things actually. “I know, and the Carrs’ know, that you two
didn’t act alone. They’re well aware that Jerry doesn’t do anything without Tim
Locke and vice versa. I won’t pretend to know the reason why you or Carr or Locke
or anyone else felt the need to be in there but we know – me and my deputies –
that there were at least four of you…at least. Do you care to elaborate on
that?”


Cole
started to say, “It was just me and…,” but then he thought better of lying to
her and making the whole situation worse. “I can’t say anything else and I
can’t tell you why.”


“They’re
not your friends Cole, if that’s what you’re thinking. Friends don’t let
friends take the fall.”


The
teenager looked away, out the window behind the chair he was seated in. A bird
landed on the rail of the porch, flapped its wings and chirped. Cole barely
made out the answering chirp from another bird and then, just as abruptly, the
bird that had landed on the rail flew away. He wished he was free to fly too.


He
thought of something then. “You said there were two things. What was the second
thing?” He braced one hand on the edge of the side table between the two chairs
and looked at her intently now, knowing the worst would come later in a council
held with his granddad at the helm. With his own father gone, and never
figuring much in his life growing up anyway, his Papa Jesse had the most male
influence on his world. Lance, his mother’s new husband, tried but he was away
from home, on the road all the time and he only wanted to relax when he was at home.



Mel
gave him a tight lipped smile before she spoke. “Sweetie, as bad as breaking
into that place was and horsing around and doing whatever else you boys were
doing, it pales in comparison to finding that man and reporting it and then
hanging around to take your lumps. You did the wrong thing to begin with but it
led to the right thing. Who knows how long he may have lain there before he was
ever found.


 


###


 


Monday evening, June 15th


 


Robert
Henson steepled his hands and looked across the desk over them at the young man
sitting in front of him. “Scout Law tells us what?”


“A Scout
is trustworthy, loyal, helpful, friendly, courteous, kind, obedient, cheerful,
thrifty, brave, clean, and reverent,” Cole recited dutifully.


“And which pieces of that have your
actions been contradictory to?”


The teen’s brow furrowed. “Obedient. I
broke the law.”


Henson nodded. “What else?”


“Trustworthy.”


“Yes. Anything else?”


“I don’t think so.”


“Think harder.” He drummed his fingers on
the desk lightly as Cole tapped his cheek in counterpoint to the tapping and
thought hard.


“Brave,” he said after several long
seconds.


“Why brave?”


Cole’s voice tremored as he told his
Scoutmaster, “Because I didn’t have the courage to stand up for what was right
about going in there in the first place.”


Again Henson nodded. “What does Scouting
mean to you, Cole?”


The boy leaned forward in his chair and
dropped his hands between his knees. “I…I like being a scout…”


“Hmm. You used to love it. You and Brian came
up through the ranks together, point for point, patch for patch. You’re both a
step from deciding on your Eagle projects.” He paused and let the silence hang
for a moment and then asked, “Do you still love it?”


“I…I don’t know. I suppose.” Coles eyes
told Robert Henson the truth.


“I think you do but I think you’re scared;
scared of what the guys on the football team think about it – about what the
cool kids will say.”


Cole grinned at his use of the term ‘cool
kids’ but then looked away. 


Henson knew he was right but he also knew
the boy needed to work it out for himself. “You think on it,” he told him
instead. “You want out, you’re out; but it will be your decision. One mistake
isn’t going to get you booted; not in my book, not in this troop. I know Pastor
Scott would agree with me as the representative of our sponsoring body. I want
you to do me one favor though, before you decide.” 


“What?”


“I want you to go and talk to him.”  











Chapter 5 – Gross Out


 


10:02
AM, Tuesday, June 16th


Morelville
General Store


 


“You know anything about that guy that died over there in
the old opera house building?”


Marco shook his head. “Can’t say that I do. You?” He watched
as Faye emerged from the storeroom and came toward the front of the store.


“Well no, that’s why I’m asking.”


“Asking what, if I might ask, Mr. Gross?” Faye butted in.


“Faye Crane. Always wonderful to see you,” Kent Gross
replied. He gave her a slight smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes. “I was
just inquiring after the man that passed on.”


Faye’s answering look was skeptical but she filled him in
with the little anyone knew. “His name was Gregory Sellers. He’s from some town
down in Florida and he had a key to get into the building. That’s all anyone
knows about him.”


“A key? You’re sure?” Kent looked surprised.


“Yes. That’s what we’ve heard anyway.”


“Will this be all Mr. Gross?” Marco passed a hand over the
grocery items on the counter. 


The other man nodded but continued to address Faye. “Mel
find that out?”


“She was on the scene the night he was found.”


“So, if he had a key, he must be associated with the
ownership of that building?”


“I don’t know; I suppose. What’s it to you?”


“It’s no secret that I’ve been wanting to buy it for years for
the land but I can’t get anywhere at all with the county. It’s held in trust
and if they know any more than whom the trustee is or how to contact them, they
aren’t being forthcoming with the information.”


“I wasn’t aware it was for sale, Mr. Gross.”


“Faye, Faye…call me Kent. You’re always so formal with me.”


She bristled at his attempt to be so familiar. “Why do you
even want it Mr. Gross, if it is…er, was, in fact for sale? To tear it down
just like you’ve done with some of the lovely old homes around here? To build
some monstrosity on it that no one wants?”


“That’s your opinion Faye. Others love the idea of a little
progress in town; a little new money flowing in, supporting the local
businesses.”


“Who might that be? Frankly, I believe it all depends on
your definition of progress.”


Marco’s head spun from one to the other as the two
skirmished, the groceries he was supposed to be ringing up forgotten. 


Kent Gross looked at him. “I know you’re pretty new in town
but didn’t you come from a bigger city?”


“McKeesport, a suburb of Pittsburgh,” Marco supplied.


“Wouldn’t you like to see a few more – amenities – in town;
things that will bring just a few people in and bring you some business…bring
that little bakery back there some business.”


He shrugged. “It doesn’t make any difference to me. I’m
semi-retired. Didn’t move here to run myself ragged.”


Faye nodded her agreement. “Whatever you’re planning for
that space over there, you can probably just forget it. That building is
historical. Folks in town won’t take kindly to you tearing it down. You’ll have
no support from most.”


“That all depends on who owns it, now doesn’t it? I presume
Mel is getting in touch with the gentleman’s next of kin. Someone’s bound to be
coming ‘round soon. I mean, when did he actually die?”


“He was found Friday night,” she told him reluctantly.


“So someone’s missing him by now, if Mel hasn’t already
tracked his family down.”


“That’s Mel’s business. I don’t go messing in it.”


Kent choked back a laugh and Marco began to busy himself
with the groceries.


Faye’s eyes narrowed. “I haven’t seen you around the last
few days or so. In fact, you missed the grand opening of Hannah’s bakery
Saturday and you weren’t at church on Sunday.”


“I’ve been out of town; even did a taping of a TV news
magazine show with a real estate developer’s round table on Thursday evening.
I’m sure the local ABC network affiliate will pick it up and play it some
weekend here soon since it’s about the area. You might want to watch; you’ll
see all the possibilities.”


“I like things just fine exactly the way they are.”


 


###


 


12:35
PM


County
Morgue


 


“The impact was pretty severe Sheriff; broke his nose and
several bones in his cheeks when he hit the floor. He has one broken and two
cracked ribs and his left ankle is broken too. I’m of a mind to say he was
pushed fairly hard causing him to be launched from the stage area and hit the
floor face first, but I can’t prove it.”


“No marks on his back?”


Lucas Kreskie shook his head no. “Nothing. He had a t-shirt
on, and a dress shirt and suit jacket over that. He might have been over dressed
for the warm weather but he was dressed for business and all of that blunted
any marks anyone giving him a push might have left.”


“I’ve been in touch with the Florida State Police. They’re
attempting to locate his next of kin. When they do, they’ll probably want to
come and claim his body or maybe have it transported down there.”


“That’s fine. There’s nothing more I can do except keep him
on ice until that’s all worked out.”


 


###


 


Tuesday
afternoon, June 16th


 


Cole smoothed his hands over his good jeans, screwed up his
courage and got out of his grandmother’s car. 


“I’m going to help Hannah get the shop closed up. You come
over there when you’re done,” Faye instructed him.


“Yes ma’am.” He watched as she pulled away and then turned
and ambled slowly up the walkway to the side entry of the church. He took a
deep breath and blew it out before opening the door and stepping inside.


He was struck immediately, as he always was, by the way the
old building smelled. It had the muskiness of dust combined with the smell of
wood polish and cleaners like his grandmother used in the old farm house and
another scent mixed with all of that he just couldn’t describe. His grandfather
had told him one time that it was just church smell and they all smelled the
same. 


He turned out of the little coat vestibule and walked toward
the office. The secretary popped out of the office just then, making him jump
and stop in his tracks.


“Hello Cole. Didn’t mean to scare you…so sorry.” 


“It’s okay. I didn’t expect you to be in there Ms. Procter.”


“Hmm, who were you expecting?”


“I uh, came to see Pastor Scott.” 


“Does he know you were coming in?”


Cole wiped his sweaty hands on his jeans. “I don’t know…I
think so. My Scoutmaster set this up.”


“I see. Well, he’s upstairs in his office. Let me just call up
to him and see if he’s able to see you now.”


She went back into her little cubbyhole of an office and
Cole stepped closer to the doorway but stopped short. He listened as she picked
up the phone to call the Pastor and was surprised to hear her address him as
Seth. 


He moved into the doorway then and whispered, “Is that
Pastor Scott?”


Doris nodded to Cole as she listened to the voice on the
other end of the line. She said thank you and hung up then said to him, “He is
expecting you. You can go right up.”


“I’m confused. I thought his name was Scott.”


She laughed and patted his arm. It is. “It’s Seth Scott.
Scott is his last name and certainly what you should continue to call him young
man, that or Reverend Scott, now hustle up. Don’t keep him waiting.”


Cole grinned, some of the tension leaving him at the thought
of thinking one thing for a couple of years or so and finding out something
different. Thinking he should start paying more attention to things, he was
already in a better frame of mind when he entered the Pastor’s office.


Seth stood when Cole entered the room, smiled and waved a
hand toward a small sofa and chair arrangement out in front of his desk. He
moved around his desk to join the teen then.


“Boy, I sure thought this was going to be like going to the
principal’s office,” Cole said, “but this isn’t so bad.” 


“You’ve been to the principal’s office, have you?” 


Cole squirmed but then the pastor smiled. 


“I’m kidding son. We’ve all been there a time or two in our
lives.” Seth took a seat across from Cole and leaned toward him, his forearms
resting on his thighs. He looked relaxed and ready to talk. “Why don’t we talk
about Scouting?”


“Okay.”


“This church didn’t sponsor a troop when I came on here
three years ago but you’re getting ready to work on becoming an Eagle Scout,
correct?”


“Yes sir.”


“That’s quite an honor and only a few – a few of the best –
ever get that far. Tell me, where did you start out, as a Cub Scout, or did you
join later on?” 


“I’ve been in Scouts all along. My grandpa took me over to
the elementary school on 146 for meetings when I was a Cub and then for
Weeblos. When they started here at the church and I didn’t have to go so far
anymore, I started coming here instead; lots of boys did.”


“You stuck it out pretty far, you and Brian. You haven’t
given up. That says a lot about you.”


“It does?”


Seth nodded. “Yes. It says you like what you’re doing,
you’re not a quitter and that you seek to serve.”


It was Cole’s turn to nod. “I guess. I really hadn’t thought
about it. Papa always brought me to meetings so I just kept coming…”


“Is that really true?”


“Yeah; I mean, I guess.”


“I’m usually around on your meeting nights, for the first
part of them, at least. I’ve noticed that you usually get yourself here.”


“Well, except in the summer, I stay in the village now
mostly with my mother and Lance instead of out with Grandma and Papa.” 


“But you walk over here and come to the meetings. Nobody’s
making you do that, right?”


“No.”


“You work on badges and projects and go on hikes and
campouts. No one is forcing you to do those things, right?”


“No.”


“Do you see what I’m getting at?”


“I guess I do it because I want to.”


“Because you enjoy it, because it’s fun, because you have friends
in the troop…like Brian. Good friends.”


“Yeah…” Light dawned in Cole’s eyes. “I’m starting to see
why Mr. Henson wanted me to come and talk to you.”


“We all make mistakes Cole.”


“I bet you don’t.”


Seth drew in a quick breath and muttered, “Oh yeah, I do.”


“What?”


The Pastor cleared his throat, “I do too. Lots of them.
There’s always stuff I’m working on about me. None of us are perfect but we all
are in God’s eyes when we ask for his forgiveness and when we ask him to show us
the way.”


“I blew it getting involved with those guys from the team.”


“You made a mistake. You’ve admitted that and now you have
to work on making things right. I just don’t want to see you make another
mistake, this time a personal one.”


“Quitting Scouts?”


Seth nodded.


“I think I should quit the football team.”


“Do you enjoy playing?” 


“I did when I was in pee-wees and Pop Warner but I didn’t
play in middle school or my freshman year on account of my grades and so they
didn’t play me hardly at all this year, even on JV.”


“You’re going to be a junior this coming year then, right?”
At Cole’s answering nod, Seth continued, “They can’t play you on JV now and
you’ll have more experience after camp starts in, what, July…maybe you should
give it a chance.”


“Football camp starts in the middle of the Jamboree…the
Scout Jamboree. I, uh, missed it last year because of that.” The teen’s
shoulders slumped. 


“And you regret not being there instead,” the Pastor
finished for him and smiled. “It sounds to me like you’ve made your decision.”


“I guess I have.” 


Pastor Scott walked Cole to the door and watched him as he
made his way down the walk and headed toward his mother’s house. 


He sighed, feeling both relief at being able to help the
young man and torn about his own predicament.


Doris came down the hall toward him, her purse in hand,
ready to leave for the day. 


“All finished?”


“Yes,” she said. “I’ve loaded the proof for the bulletin for
this week to the shared drive like you showed me. I think I did it right…I
hope. Anyway, once you put in your sermon title and any notes you want to add
in it, just leave me a little sticky note or something so I can go back in
there and finalize everything and get started printing.”


He adopted the most patient tone with the woman in her late
fifties that he could muster, “I’ve already got a sermon in mind so I’ll do
those things now, before I leave. When you come in, in the morning, just look
on the shared drive for it and do what you need to do.”


“That’s the one with the ‘E’, right?”


“The ‘E’ drive, yes.”


“Okay. I hope I don’t mess anything up.”


Seth thought to himself, ‘I’ll make a back-up, just in
case,’ but to her he said, “I’ll be here by 9:00 if you get stuck and you need
help.”


“Thank you,” Doris gushed. “You’re just such a sweet man.”


He gave the secretary a tight lipped grin as he let her out
the door and then locked it behind her before heading upstairs to take care of
the weekly bulletin updates. Her crush on him was the least of his worries.
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Also Written by the Author


The Morelville Cozies


 


 The Passed Prop: The
Morelville Cozies – Book 1 – The first book in
the Morelville Cozies series featuring meddling mother sleuths Faye Crane and
Chloe Rossi.


 


  Chloe Rossi wants to retire with her
husband and move away from suburban sprawl to bucolic Morelville; the only
trouble is, Morelville is experiencing its worst crime wave ever and Marco
Rossi wants no part of a move there. What to do?


 


Faye Crane would like nothing more than
to have her good friend Chloe move closer to her and to Chloe’s own daughter.
She’s got Chloe convinced it’s a smart move but Marco is a tougher nut to
crack. A string of brutal crimes around Halloween with no witnesses and little
evidence to work with has her own Sheriff daughter and her entire department
stymied. Marco is second guessing even taking his retirement since Sheriff Mel
can’t get a handle on it all and bring peace and well-being back to the tiny
village.


 


Someone has to root out a killer. Can
Faye and Chloe nose around and figure out what the police can’t to solve the
crime? If they do, will Marco still waver or will he consent to move?


 


This is the first book in a spin off
series from the Morelville Mysteries series by Anne Hagan. The book stands
alone but, if you’re interested in getting all of the Crane and Rossi families
back story, you should check out the fifth book in the first series, Viva Mama Rossi!.


The
Books of the Morelville Mysteries Series


 


 Relic:
The Morelville Mysteries – Book 1 – The first
Dana and Sheriff Mel mystery and the first book in the Morelville saga. It
is widely available as a free download wherever eBooks are sold. Please
click the link above which will take you to Anne’s website where you can
obtain a link to get the book at your retailer of choice. 


 


Cases collide
for two star crossed ladies of law enforcement…


 


Customs Special
Agent Dana Rossi was forced to start her life anew after a bad breakup with her
former girlfriend and the loss of job that she loved. These days, she spends
life on the road, moving from one case to another until one day when runs run
right into the path of Sheriff Mel Crane. The feisty, sexy butch cop is as
determined to uncover a counterfeiting ring in her county as Agent Rossi becomes
to stop a stalker obsessed with Mel and hot for her company. Dana is under the
added pressure of conducting an undercover investigation of her own with a
tight deadline: finding and then stopping a ring of smugglers bringing high end
designer knock-offs into the states. 


 


Could their cases be related? When repeated vicious attacks on Mel and
on her home accelerate the danger for
her and also their attraction to each other,
they become desperate to find the truth and solve the two mysteries. Can they
find a way to work together to resolve both cases while coming to terms with
their growing feelings for one another? Can Dana move beyond her jilted lover
past and find true happiness with a small town Sheriff?


 


 Busy Bees: The Morelville
Mysteries – Book 2 


 


Romance and
Murder Mix in the Latest Story Featuring Sheriff Mel Crane and Special Agent
Dana Rossi!


 


Customs Special
Agent Dana Rossi is down but not out after being shot and seriously injured during
her previous assignment. Will romance blossom or will sparks fly when she
agrees to shack up in Morelville with the beautiful butch Sheriff Melissa ‘Mel’
Crane and her extended family while she recovers?


Will murder
get in the way of love?
If murder doesn’t, will life in a house with children or a political campaign
keep them apart? Can Mel solve two major crimes and keep her former job on the
road loving girlfriend happy in a tiny town?


 


 Dana’s Dilemma: The
Morelville Mysteries – Book 3 – The relationship matures between Mel and Dana in an
installment that features a breaking Amish character, an ex-girlfriend, a
conniving politician and murder.


 


Elections and Old Loves Combine with
Deadly Results in the Newest Romantic Mystery Featuring Sheriff Mel Crane and
Special Agent Dana Rossi!


 


What happens when Mel runs for Sheriff,
an Amish girl runs away from home and Dana runs – er, limps - for cover? Can
anything else possibly go wrong for these two ladies of law enforcement? Sure
it can and it will!


 


Can the two sometimes lovers work it all
out once and for all and finally have a happy life together or will more crime,
murder and mayhem get in the way? 


 


 


 Hitched and Tied:
The Morelville Mysteries – Book 4 


 


Mel and Dana attempt to bring their
growing romantic relationship full circle but family, duty and family duties
all conspire to get in the way. 


 


 A victim with close ties to the Cranes
escapes a deadly assault with his life only to die from his injuries minutes
later. Mel has few clues to find the fighter turned murderer and the further
she goes with her investigation, the more the situation deteriorates.
Meanwhile, Dana’s trying to plan their wedding but the family is resisting both
her efforts and the wishes of the couple while focusing more on her sister and
her traditional relationship. 


 


Family angst, violent crime and more
than a few Holstein steers abound as Dana and Mel fight against the odds to
solve Mel’s case and find their own happily ever after.


 


   Viva Mama Rossi!: The
Morelville Mysteries – Book 5 – The 5th
tale in the Morelville Mysteries and the book that gives fans a full
introduction to future Morelville Cozies series sleuths Faye Crane (Mel’s mom)
and Chloe Rossi (Dana’s Mama). The two series stand-alone but they’re certainly
better together. For just the back story on Faye and Chloe and how they came to
team up to solve mysteries, Viva Mama
Rossi! is a quick and entertaining read. The
synopsis:


 


A delayed honeymoon getaway takes a deadly turn for
newlyweds Mel and Dana; meanwhile, two meddling mothers won't let sleeping
fisherman lie in the latest Morelville Mystery.


 


Does an unsolved shooting death far away from Morelville
have local ties? Did a fisherman really drown or was there something more
sinister afloat?


 


All Mel and Dana wanted was to enjoy a nice, relaxing
honeymoon in the Smokey Mountains, away from the strains of life in the public
eye. Instead, they end up involved in a case local law enforcement has
completely written off. Things are no better back home where their own mothers
are stirring up an all new hornets’ nest that they think Mel and her own
department have written off.


 


If there is going to be any rest for anyone, something is
going to have to break in one case or the other...


 


 A Crane Christmas:
The Morelville Mysteries – Book 6


 


Is it the Christmas season or the ‘silly season’?


 


All Sheriff Mel wants to do is close out the year and spend a
joyful first Christmas with Dana and with their extended families. She’s even
hired a new detective, Janet Mason, to ease some of the workload for her and
her only other detective, Shane Harding. Things were shaping up great for her
and Dana for a relaxing holiday season. Too bad it just wasn’t meant to be…


 


The local criminals want it all too and a string of
burglaries in high class county enclaves have Mel and both of her detectives
stymied. Throw in a bunch of disappearing dogs, some designer sheep, a lonely
woman and an unsolved murder case, and the good guys are at their wits end.
Meanwhile, back in tiny little Morelville, things aren’t much better; the
village is buzzing over Dana’s family taking over the store but Dana herself
isn’t so sure that’s a good thing.


 


Can Mel and her team resolve everything before Christmas
dinner comes out of the oven? Will Janet Mason fit in at all? Will Dana find a
balance between work and family that works for her in time to enjoy her first
Christmas with Mel?


 


 Mad for Mel: The
Morelville Mysteries – Book 7 


 


Rival gangs will stop at nothing to gain sole control of
the drug trade in Muskingum County and they’ve picked Valentine’s week to
create a firestorm of murder and mayhem as they battle each other for
supremacy.


 


Sheriff Mel Crane is blindsided by looting, murdering and
marauding bikers at a time of year when most Harley’s are tucked safely away
from the effects of Ohio winters that come rife with snow and ice. They’re
rolling out, they’re out of control and she can’t stop them. On the home front,
she’s feeling guilty about spending so much time working and hardly any time
with Dana, especially when she knows Valentine’s Day is right around the
corner…or so her mother-in-law keeps reminding her.


 


Dana just wants Mel to be safe; she has her own problems to
worry about. Her attempt at novel writing isn’t going as well as she hoped and
she’s bored. She got a little taste of what it was like to be an investigator
again and she misses it. What to do? 


 


~~~


 


 Broken Women – Anne’s first romance novel


 


Can two women, unlucky in love, find solace in each other?


 


Where do you go when you lose everything? Who do you turn to
next when nobody seems to want you for more than a causal fling?


 


When death unexpectedly takes the love of your life, the best
you can do is to try to cope and to hold on to the good memories. When your
beloved’s family takes everything else you have, hope is all that’s left…if you
can hang on to that.


 


You’ve been smitten more than once. You’ve even been in love
a time or two. The trouble is, your feelings are always only yours. Cupid’s
arrow always fails to land.


 


Can two love weary people, from different worlds, find
strength together? Can they find more and even a happily ever after?


 


Fans of the Morelville Mysteries
mystery/romance series may recognize these two characters, who played
supporting roles in those books but this novel stands alone.


~~~


 


Three multi-eBook boxed sets of the
Morelville Mysteries series works of Anne Hagan are also available for
purchase. 


 


  The Morelville Collection is an eight eBook set that includes all of the full length
Morelville Mysteries novels featuring Sheriff Melissa ‘Mel’ Crane and Special
Agent Dana Rossi. It is currently available exclusively at Amazon for the
Kindle and via Kindle Unlimited. 


 


     The
Morelville Mysteries Full Circle Collection is a five eBook set that contains the
first four Morelville Mysteries novels and an exclusive Companion Guide
that is only available with this set. The set is available for $3.99 at
multiple outlets. Most carry it with the 3D cover on the left. Apple
iTunes/iBooks does not allow 3D cover views so it’s available there with the
more generic cover on the right. Please click the hyperlink just above for a
page at Anne’s website where you can get links to all the retailers who carry
this set.


 


 The Morelville Mysteries: Books 5-8 Collection is a four eBook set that contains the
most recent additions to the ongoing Morelville Mysteries series. The set is
available for $3.99 at multiple outlets. Please click the hyperlink just above
for a page at Anne’s website where you can get links to all the retailers who
carry this set.


 


 









Check Anne Out on her blog, on
Facebook or on Twitter:


 


For the latest information about upcoming
releases, other projects, sample chapters and everything personal, check out
Anne’s blog at https://AnneHaganAuthor.com/ or like Anne on Facebook at https://www.facebook.com/AuthorAnneHagan. You can also connect with Anne on Twitter
@AuthorAnneHagan. 
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