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Chapter 1
He raised the short piece of pipe over his head and rushed me. When he got within range he swung it. The guy aimed it at my head. A mistake. He could have broken my arm. Instead he missed because I ducked and kicked him in the crotch as hard as I could. It was one of the few times when I wished I was wearing hard-soled shoes instead of my usual red Keds. The ones with the soft white soles. Still, he went down in a heap. He screamed in agony and clutched his groin. Tears came and I could see the flash of silver in his back molars. I hoped his yells didn’t disturb the neighbors. He’d showed up while I was scoping out the back yard of a former lake cottage right across the road from White Bear Lake. On the north side of that pond.
This area has a history, if you’re interested in crime in the nation. Back in the old days, in a previous century, before urban development filled in all the open spaces, if you were an active bank robber working in Ohio or Illinois, let’s say, and the G-men or the local constabulary was getting a little too close to nabbing you, you looked for a hideout. You wanted someplace where you weren’t easily recognized to lay low and let the heat die down. So you and your gang might decide on a few weeks of R & R in a quiet, anonymous lake place, nestled among the tall fragrant pines of Minnesota or Wisconsin. The stories are that a number of gangsters did just that. Nice folks like Ma Barker, Al Karpis and good ol’ John Dillinger, not to forget that dashing man about town, Al Capone.
This particular back yard where I was now standing over a moaning thrashing thug was attached to a nice-looking house that had started out as one of those lake cottages. Back in the nineteen ‘twenties. Back in that time, as long as you didn’t cause too much trouble by knocking over speakeasies or gunning down troublesome rivals on the streets of St. Paul, the local cops would leave you pretty much alone while you rested. It was a tidy arrangement. At least it was for the cops and robbers. Ordinary citizens didn’t think much of the deal. They didn’t really care to be rubbing shoulders with the odd murderer or bank robber when they went shopping at Scheunemann’s Department Store or picking up a midday snack at George’s Popcorn and Candy down at the corner of Wabasha and Seventh Street.
Anyway, back then, after a little rest, you’d clean your arsenal, acquire some fresh ammunition, ‘cause you wanted to avoid mis-fires in tense times. Then you’d climb into your Ford flivver or your posh Packard and toddle off back to the grimy streets of Chicago, or Des Moines, or maybe Omaha, or some little town in between where you heard they had a bank ripe for the plucking. Or maybe you’d check out a train that could be heisted out on the plains with not too much law around to interfere.
That semi-official protection system, instituted by some of the same good folks who brought you the Irish potato famine, didn’t last too long, partly because a few shortsighted thugs, who maybe got to feeling they hadn’t amassed their fair share of ill-gotten loot from previous escapades, decided to pull a job or two right here in St Paul. Easy pickins’, they might have figured. Or, maybe they just got bored with the peaceful life. I mean, if you’re a hot-shot gangster in flashy spats and a cool pin-stripe double-breaster, with a couple of Colt .38s weighing down your greasy armpits, sitting on a dock watching the waves roll in might get a little tedious. Boring, playing poker or Black Jack all day. So you got your buddy and pulled a couple of jobs. Then the whole stack of cards fell over faster than John Dillinger and his floozie boogied out of that St. Peter Street walkup the day the G-Men showed up, Tommy guns blazing.
Of course, times have changed and now that slightly seedy-looking ex-lake cottage, former summer residence of the likes of Ma Barker or Baby Face Nelson, had been rehabbed, repainted, expanded and fixed up, probably a couple of times. It had become a fairly substantial middle-class home. Like this one. For all I knew, some of those very same notorious criminals of yore might have stayed in this place back then.
It wasn’t history that brought me to this back yard this fine summer day. The present owner, not the guy lying on his back moaning on the wet grass and clutching his crotch, had decided to do a little fixing up of his own. What Mr. Kent Kava, present owner, had wanted to do was to repair, or maybe replace, the dilapidated old garage at the back of the property. It was a project right up his alley, as it were, Kava being something of a handyman. The garage wasn’t in use at the time, except for storage. Hadn’t been a real garage for quite some years, apparently. So there wasn’t any hurry. Kava was a guy not only handy with tools but he was a trained professional architect. He could design a whole new garage, if he wanted to go that far. But what he really wanted was just to clean out the accumulated junk, tear down, haul away, shore-up, paint, repair, et cetera, et cetera. Or so he’d laid it out for me one day in my office.
He and his family, he said, had already lived in the place for over a year when he got this wild hair about his garage. Or maybe his wife got on him about it. I didn’t know and really didn’t care all that much. I didn’t think it was relevant. No, he said, in answer to my question. He hadn’t had any problems with the neighbors when he started carting stuff out. A few strangers occasionally came to the door, of course, like that vacuum-cleaner salesmen, and a wandering evangelist or two. The usual. Kava was a free-lance architect and small-time builder, he repeated, and he worked at home, except when he was on a construction site or seeing a client somewhere. His wife had a job in a downtown bank in St. Paul and son Alex went to school. Nice middle class family. No problems; an even-tenored life the Kava family led. Not even any serious disagreements at home, to hear him tell it.
Until he started on the garage. At first, when it was just cleaning up and carting junk away, things went fine. Took him two months, he said, to clean it out. But then he decided some of the rafters were seriously deteriorating, apparently from a leaky roof. So he started tearing off the shingles. Demolishing. Exposing old beams. Then people passing by could see what he was doing and his project became more widely known. Idle chatter commenced. Traffic of strangers increased. How much demolishing was he going to do? Would he tear the entire structure down? Did he know it was a really old garage and this part of the city was sort of an historic neighborhood? Was he going to pour a concrete foundation? Seemed a few folks with too much time on their hands were meeting in the local coffee shops and small stores and one of their subjects for idle speculation was Kava’s garage project.
“I was advised that in White Bear I needed a permit to tear down and replace my old garage,” he explained in one of our talks. “So of course, that made my project even more public.”
I nodded. “Sure. Building permits are part of the public record.”
Eventually, Kava went on, a couple of gentlemen showed up who wanted to inspect the property. Closely inspect the property. They even intimated they’d like to take a gander inside the house, as well as the garage, since they were in the neighborhood anyway. As it were.
Mr. Kava politely declined to allow them into the home, once he learned they had no particular legal basis for an inspection. In fact, he told me, he declined to allow them into the garage. “I didn’t mind that they stood in the driveway and looked in. By then the garage was empty. But I didn’t think it was a good idea to have them pushing on the walls, or kicking the studs. Didn’t seem to be their business, after all.”
“I understand,” I said. “Did these stud-kickers have identification from the city?”
“They didn’t show me anything.”
“Any identification at all?”
“Sorry,” Kava admitted. “I guess I never asked.”
Just a couple of interested amateur historians, they said, and promptly backed off when questioned closely. Right. It was odd and strange and Kava began to wonder what was so special about his old garage, especially after he had had to chase someone off the place at about two a.m. one night. Being of a naturally skeptical bent, I would have been considerably more than just idly curious about all this curiosity. But I don’t want to get ahead of myself here. That prowler incident had happened a week before he and son Alex showed up in my office. What brought him to my office was a discovery made beside the garage by the boy’s puppy.
A brief introduction is called for. My name is Sean Sean. That’s right. I have the same first and last name. So when strangers approach, on a train, perhaps, they aren’t sure how familiar they’re being. If my first name was Carl, say, it would be odd to approach me, a stranger, as Mr. Carl. So people sometimes hesitate. That occasionally gives me a slight advantage. I don’t have a middle name. Sean NMI Sean, private investigator, at your service. On the other hand, there is a mystery writer whose last name is Carl. Lillian Carl. Anyway, as a private operative I have an office in Minneapolis. I’m not the most expensive, nor the least. I do work for some very important people in the Twin Cities, as well as for people nobody every heard of.
Folks in the Twin Cities have the same kinds of problems and difficulties as people anywhere. We really aren’t very different, here in the middle of the country. Maybe we have more blue-eyed blonds. We are frequently just as sophisticated and nice, and just as underhanded and mysterious as anybody. You’ll see what I mean.
Chapter 2
So, what got me to the back yard of the Kava place in White Bear Lake and my confrontation with this thug now rolling on the grass in pain, all started a week or so earlier. I was in my place of business. The young gentleman who walked into my office with a revolver didn’t appear dangerous at first glance. Indeed since he was smaller than I am, I stayed pretty calm.
“Are you Mr. … Sean?” he inquired. There’s that problem with my name.
The guy looked at me with those big blue eyes from under a very blond, very unruly mop of hair. He was slender and he was carrying a cardboard box. He was young. Behind him stood another short man, also slender, with sandy hair, a sharp nose and heavy black-framed glasses. He was stoop shouldered and reminded me vaguely of the film guy, Woody Allen.
“Yes, sir,” I said to the boy with the box, “I am he. Sean Sean.” Since the boy, who I judged was about twelve, was the one who had asked, I continued to look at him. I smiled. My disarming smile. The one I practice. I waited. I often do that. A lot of people are uncomfortable with silence so they fill it with talk. Frequently what they say to fill the quiet spaces is more revealing than their prepared speeches, or their answers to the questions posed.
“My name is Kent. Kent Kava.” From the taller, Woody Allen type. “This is my son Alex.” The family resemblance was fairly obvious.
I stood and shook the proffered hand. Kent Kava? Was his wife’s name Kate, I wondered to myself? I hoped not. My lady love is named Catherine and I didn’t want to take a case with names that could confuse me. I didn’t ask, though. I just waited some more. Kent looked at me, apparently waiting for his son to proceed. Finally I waved at the two chairs and sat down in my own desk chair. My office isn’t all that large, but I don’t need much space and we three were now occupying most of it. Alex slid into his chair and immediately pulled his legs up. Youngsters can do that fairly easily. He glanced intently around the office. I couldn’t tell what he was thinking. I transferred my gaze to his father. When I said he was short, I meant shorter than most of the population of North America. But he was taller than me. I’m shorter than most adult people in the entire world. I was taller than his son.
I was getting tired of waiting for Kava to get on with it. Time is money, and all that. “Is there something a private detective can do for you gentlemen today?”
Kava senior nodded and took the box from his son and dropped it on the desk between us. It made a satisfying thunk when it landed. It was an ordinary dark brown box, probably a shoebox. He looked at his son and said, “Tell Mr. Sean what you found, Alex.”
Alex looked at his dad, looked at me and licked his lips. Then he told me the story he had obviously rehearsed a couple of times. “I have a puppy. Spot? We live in White Bear and my daddy is tearing down this old garage in our yard. Spot likes to dig in the ground, especially around the garage where it’s loose and there isn’t much grass. Mama yells at Spot when he digs in the lawn. I let him dig all the time, but my mom says he tracks dirt in the house, so I’m supposed to watch him and clean his feet first. Before we go back in the house or anything.”
“I see,” I said.
“Anyway, day before yesterday Spot was digging in the dirt and he found this.” Alex pointed at the box and glanced at his dad. “I took it to my mom and she made me put it down. My dad was at the store.” He stopped; obviously satisfied he’d done his part.
Kent Kava nodded and tapped his son on the arm. “When I came home a few minutes later, this was lying on the back porch.” With a small sense of the dramatic, Kava whisked the top off the box and we all peered inside. Lying there was a revolver, or what was left of one. An old .38 caliber revolver with about an eight-inch barrel, I judged. I have some familiarity with handguns and my educated guess would prove to be dead on.
The weapon was very dirty and exceedingly rusty on the frame and on the barrel. Most of the hand grips were missing. From my position, with the barrel pointing my way, I could also see that it was loaded. It was an old weapon. In its current condition it was dangerous, even if the trigger and hammer were frozen with rust. Or not. I’d have to ask some weapons expert about that. In case I ever encountered another rusty old handgun. I gently pushed the box around so the barrel of this weapon was pointed in a different direction, away from all of us, and said, “You should call the cops and they’ll take it off your hands.”
Kava nodded. “I suppose they would. If I tell them about it.”
My ears perked up at that and then when he went on to explain about the people who had started coming by and showing interest in his garage project, my curiosity was definitely elevated. That too is one of my shortcomings, according to Catherine, my previously-referred-to lady friend. I am often too curious about too many things which shouldn’t concern me.
Questions arose. Day before yesterday, Kent Kava had said his son found the piece. Now it’s in my office. Why didn’t they immediately call the White Bear Police? What was twelve-year-old Alex Kava doing in my office with the revolver? Sure, he found the thing and he was with his father, but still, it was a bit odd. There wasn’t anything else in the box, there was hardly any dirt. I didn’t ask these questions then. I find that sometimes the illogical has a perfectly ordinary explanation. But sometimes there’s something else there. I’ve lost clients by asking the wrong question too early in the game. But my antennae were definitely vibrating.
The long and short of it was that Mr. Kent Kava wanted to hire me to find out what there was to be learned about the revolver, whatever else might be buried with it, and why there seemed to be more than a passing interest in the Kava garage project.
“I take it you didn’t dig any further down or around in the hole where the puppy unearthed this weapon?”
“That’s right. I threw a tarp over the hole and set a plank on top.”
Monumental lack of curiosity, I thought. Or maybe not. We settled on the details, he gave me a check for a retainer, which my banker would be pleased to see, and they left my office, leaving behind the rusty revolver. I shook hands with both Kava and his son when they departed.
After they left, I took the cover off the box again and stared at the revolver for a little while. It didn’t move at all. Nor did it suggest any startling insights. I hadn’t expected it to. I knew that soon I would take the weapon to an expert to find out more. Weapons, my BCA friend Ann Hoover had told me, could be very informative. Age, caliber, dust and dirt clinging to the crevices, the manufacturer and associated ammunition all could provide a plethora of leads for the inquisitive examiner.
But for now I would lock it away in my snazzy new office safe, a gift from my main squeeze, Catherine, after an earlier one was wrecked by an inquisitive cretin. I was uncertain about how stable the ammo might be. Or how unstable. There were four bullets in the revolver’s chamber and one spent cartridge. I tilted the container so light from my desk lamp filled the box. Closer inspection assured me I was right. It was a .38 caliber revolver. It looked like an old Navy Colt from right around the turn of the century. The previous century.
* * * * *
Oh yeah, the guy in the yard? The one I had to disable with a hard shot to his crotch? I don’t own a cell phone so I was going to have to secure this fellow before I went to the house to have Kava call the police. I grabbed the moaning felon by the shoulder and dragged him closer to my car. Then I fished a couple of large cable ties out of the trunk. You can buy plastic cable ties in most any hardware store and they’re cheaper than a set of handcuffs. And you don’t have to keep track of a key. They make excellent temporary restraints. I yanked the guy’s arms together and slipped a pair of the ties around his wrists. I knew he could eventually work his way out of them, given enough unsupervised time, but I wasn’t about to give him that kind of opportunity. I wanted him off my hands and in custody as soon as possible. After I secured his wrists, I put another cable tie around his ankles. Then I pushed him over on his side so I could finish frisking him. In a back pocket he had a wallet with a few bucks in it but no ID. Nothing to identify him. Interesting.
I shoved the wallet back in his pocket and let my fingers do their thing, prodding him here and there where there might be something concealed, including his bruised crotch. By now he’d recovered somewhat from his painful encounter with my foot and cold and surly appeared to be the temperature of the day.
I stood back and looked at him. “Well, buddy, I think I’m gonna have the local cops come and haul you away. Unless of course you want to tell me who you are and why you jumped me. I admit what you tell me probably won’t change my mind about calling the cops, though.” I glanced around and located the short length of pipe my assailant had been brandishing. I considered poking the guy with it. There was a bang as the screen door on the back of the house closed. Evidently Kava heard the guy scream and had finally come out to see what was happening. Spot came along too. With a snuffle and a snort Kava’s puppy ran up to us. Instantly he was all over the thug, licking, wagging, welcoming. Shows you that doggy instinct isn’t always to be trusted. Me, the dog ignored.
“Kent?” I called.
“Sean? What’s going on?”
“I have an intruder here. Would you call the cops to come get him?”
My client hesitated, then turned and without a word went back inside. I hoped the cops didn’t come with sirens and lights. We didn’t need any mid-day uproar. I stared at my captive. He was wearing black low-rise boots with hard heels and narrow square toes. I reached down for his ankle and he flinched back. I was quicker and hauled on his boot. It slid off in my hand and I discovered a plastic card inside. Gosh! It was his Minnesota Drivers License. Harlan Ford was qualified as a Class D driver, having paid the fee and passed requisite tests, and he even had a motorcycle endorsement. He turned out not to be an organ donor and he was a stated 32 years of age. His picture on the front made him look like a thug.
I slid the license into his shirt pocket and patted his cheek which earned me a snarl. A patrol car showed up and the officer took Mr. Ford into custody. First the officer verified my identity and bona fides with his boss back at HQ. I gave him a report and he hauled Mr. Ford off to the pokey. By now the afternoon sun was closer to the western horizon than to the eastern and I was faced with the prospect of a night in the Kavas’ back yard.
Chapter 3
Back to the beginning of this strange caper. After Kava pere et fils left my office and I locked away in my safe the weapon his son’s puppy had found, I called a man I know at the Minneapolis police department. He’s a homicide investigator with a long and impeccable reputation. Sergeant Ricardo Simon is also a good friend. Plus, he knows just about everybody in most of the police agencies around Minneapolis, or he knows somebody who knows somebody.
I know a lot of people myself, but it happens I had no contacts in the White Bear PD and it was looking like developing such an acquaintance might be a good idea. I try not to project that macho posture you see in some private investigators who don’t want to cooperate with the local cops. Why they feel that way, I’m never quite sure. There are things the cops can do better and often faster than I. If I have a reasonable connection, that is. So I try to maintain such reasonable relationships. Simon got back to me in an hour with a reference and I called the man. Turned out he was the second highest honcho on the force in White Bear. Conveniently, he was at his desk. Also conveniently, he’d already had a conversation with my bud, the aforementioned investigator first class Ricardo Simon.
I explained in elliptical and non-specific language that I had a client living in his town and I gave him a few facts, very few. When the captain demurred, I justified my reticence under client privilege. We both knew there is no such thing when it applies to private investigators and their clients, but it’s sometimes a handy device for both sides. He knew Ricardo and trusted him so I could proceed after he gave me the usual speech about rights, weapons, trespass and so on.
So that’s why, a day after that meeting in my office in Minneapolis, I was in a position to be attacked by a thug in a yard just across a road from the shore of White Bear Lake. Specifically in Kent Kava’s back yard. I was provoked. The feeling of provocation lasted after the cops transported felon Ford. Now I felt I needed some more answers. I’m not happy flailing around in the dark. There are enough mysteries in life. I prefer my cases to be clean and neat. Look at the crime scene, figure out the motive, go track the mope who did the dirty deed and either call in the cops or bag the guy myself. Here, I had many questions. So I went up on the back porch and rapped on the screen door with my heavy cop-rap. The one that sounds like I have all the authority in the world. I don’t practice it very much because it can make my hand sore if I get too enthusiastic.
Kava came to the door. This time the puppy wasn’t with him.
“We need to talk,” I said
He hesitated and then sort of sagged his shoulders. He didn’t have the greatest posture to start with. I suspected he’d been anticipating my questions for a while. “Yes, I suppose you are right,” he mumbled. “Let me get something to drink and we’ll sit out at the picnic table.”
Sounded like a move to get his act together but what the Hell.
“Can I get you something?”
“Sure,” I responded. “Thwarting guys trying to bash me on the head is thirsty work. I’d take a glass of water. Thanks.”
He disappeared and a minute later came back out and handed me a plastic container of designer water. He was holding a sweating beer bottle. As the day went on, the humidity was rising, along with the temperature. We walked to the table. I chose to sit with the sun at my back. After Kava settled on the bench opposite me I cracked the twist top on my water and we each had a swig from our separate bottles. I said, “It’s time to give me a little more background here. I don’t think I can help you very much unless you tell me what’s going on.”
“But I don’t know any more than you do.” He squinted at me, put his hand up to shade his eyes.
“Okay, let’s see if I’ve got this right. Puppy digs up a revolver and when you go to cover the hole you see other stuff in the ground. Right?”
Kava shrugged. Now, some people maintain that shrugs are non-committal. But I think the context matters. I think a shrug can be sarcastic, or impatient or even sympathetic. This one was sort of non-committal. Like he was telling me maybe he saw something and maybe he didn’t, but without words. No commitment one way or the other.
“You found the gun and your son pointed out the location of the dig, right? That was at least a couple of days ago. And here we are but you don’t seem to have the least bit of curiosity about what else may be in the hole. Or where the weapon may have come from.”
Kava nodded.
“Upon finding a revolver, most people would call the cops. You didn’t.”
Nod.
“What’s more, your wife didn’t call the cops either.”
“I got back from the store before she even had time to consider it.”
Ah, he could still talk. “And what was that business in my office with Alex? You let a child carry a dangerous weapon around. Is that normal behavior for you?”
“Dangerous? How? I just let him carry it in and put it on your desk. He found it, after all.”
“What if he’d dropped it or something else had set it off? Are you claiming that you don’t know that old ammunition can be unstable? Or that the thing was loaded?”
He blanched and frowned. “No, I didn’t know that. I assumed it was useless, that the gun wouldn’t fire. I certainly didn’t know it was loaded. I didn’t examine the thing. I don’t like guns and neither does my wife.”
It seemed to me his concern for his son’s welfare was genuine. “All right. Why didn’t you or your wife call the cops to come get the gun?”
Kava shook his head and took a long swig of beer. Stalling.
I waited. I’m good at that. I can out-wait the best of them.
Finally he sighed and said, “Okay, I guess there’s no way around this. First off, we’ve already had more curiosity than we want from neighbors, and a lot of other people we don’t even know, about this stupid garage project. Kristi and I, we’re very private in our life. That’s the main reason I work by myself. I could make more money if I was hooked up with a big architectural or construction firm in the city but we like our independent quiet life. We want to keep our privacy.
“Kristi is the same way. Her job in the bank doesn’t bring her into contact with the public and she likes it that way. We have very few friends and we just don’t socialize much at all.”
I could attest to that. I did a little checking on my client. I always do that. Helps keep me from being blindsided by things I could have anticipated had I only known…whatever. So I checked and discovered that the Kavas were indeed only a step or two above recluse. They might have been more comfortable in a cave in the mountains a million miles from anybody else. Their choice. Kava hailed from a mining family on the range, that large area of northern Minnesota where most of the iron ore they used to make steel in World War II came from. I hadn’t yet explored his wife’s family in any depth. Her first name started with a K, I noted.
“So we talked it over and decided that we’d hire an investigator to try to discreetly take care of the revolver and maybe bury everything else.”
Interesting choice of words. “I guess I can buy that. Why bring your son to my office?”
“He found the damn thing, and he was kind of excited about it. We just figured that if he came along and told how he found it, and heard you explain a little of what you were going to do to track down the reason the gun was in my back yard, he’d be less likely to talk about it all over the neighborhood or at school.”
I nodded my understanding. Then I wondered if little Alex had many friends. Not my problem. I wasn’t as hopeful as Kava was that his strategy would work, but that was not something I had to be concerned about, so long as I didn’t add to his worry. “Okay. Now I’m going to uncover the place the puppy dug and see what else is there. I’ll just dig a deeper hole and try not to make a mess.”
Kava rose. “Good. I guess you’ll let me know what you find. I hope you can manage it before Kristi returns home from work.” With that he went off back into the house. He was, I decided, a strange dude. His lack of curiosity was either forced or he was born with a missing gene. Or maybe he’d had a bad experience. I went to my car and hauled out a small spade I keep in the trunk for just such occasions along with one of those ubiquitous blue plastic sheets. I also picked up my digital camera. Come to think on it, I couldn’t remember the last time I had to dig up some real dirt, but there you are. I still remember how.
I spread the tarp on the grass beside the boards Kava had placed there and then looked all around. The late afternoon critters were twittering and rustling in the bushes at the back of the property a few feet away and I realized I hadn’t had any lunch. There hadn’t been any city codes about building setbacks when the garage was first put up, so the big old lilacs that edged the property were close. Some of the branches pushed against the back of the building. The garage wall kind of leaned like it was pushing back against the lilacs. The site of the hole was about two-thirds of the way down the length of one long side of the structure. The side that faced into the yard. The hole was on the outside of the wall. For privacy, I sort of wished it had been in the garage. which had only a dirt floor. On the other hand, a closer look at the partially deconstructed garage suggested I’d be safer outside in the fresh air.
Kava had said that the grass had always grown right up to the board siding of the garage and he regularly mowed it during the first summer they owned the place. He couldn’t recall if there had been anything different about the area the dog had sniffed out. I wondered why the dog had chosen that particular spot in which to dig, and why that particular day, but those were questions I figured I would never get answers to. The puppy was like its masters—close mouthed.
I dragged the two wide boards off the hole. It wasn’t more than a shallow indentation. The ground was loose and gave off a pleasant earthy smell. It was damp. It looked like someone, probably Kava, had shoved the loose earth from the puppy dig back into the hole. I looked at the dark brown dirt for a moment. Then I eased the blade of my small spade into the hole at one edge. Almost immediately it struck firmer ground below the puppy’s scratch depth. I shoved the blade in an inch and pried a chunk of hard dirt out of the hole. I proceeded around the perimeter of the hole, except where the side of the garage interfered. I sifted the dirt I had dug up through my fingers. Aside from a few small rocks it was just ordinary-looking soil.
I went around the perimeter again, standing on the shovel to drive it deeper, until I had a little trench. Then I shoved the spade hard at an angle into the hole from my little trench so the blade went down and toward the center of the dig. My thrust felt different. The ground wasn’t quite as hard. I gently pried. The spade had definitely struck something that didn’t feel like soil. But it wasn’t rigid either. So I pried some more. This time the spade loosened more than dirt and other stuff popped up on the shovel blade. Raggedy pieces of paper. I snatched one and brushed the damp clay off it. The edges crumbled easily but what I had looked like some mighty fine engraving like you might find on the corner or edge of an important document of some sort. Then I knew what it was. Money. Paper money. I was holding the moldering edge of what had once been a bank note. I set the spade aside and began to dig in the hole with my hands. Soon I was brushing the muck carefully aside and scooping out handfuls of loosened dirt. More engraved scraps of paper came to view. There was a lot of it. All of it was in pretty bad shape, but some of the colors were still apparent. Red and green. Greenbacks, maybe? Then I came across a piece of canvas. Looked like part of a bag. I’d discovered a bag of cash. Buried treasure. Money. Legal tender. But was it? And there had been an old revolver buried with it. Hot damn! This was some serious stuff here. I wondered if there was a reward for whatever loot I had unearthed. It just might be worth a night of being the duty watchman.
Chapter 4
“I have an appointment in the city,” Kent said, the next morning. “Kristi and I are riding in together. We’re going to drop Alex and Spot at Alex’s aunt’s in Little Canada. I see you’ve covered the hole with the tarp. Turn up anything of interest yesterday?”
I hesitated. I didn’t think Kava noticed. “Not really,” I said, “but I’ll do some more digging this morning.”
He nodded, apparently satisfied, and went off. I yawned and stretched, watched the three of them loading young Alex’s bike into the back of their station wagon. If Kava had noticed I spent the night in my car in his back yard, he didn’t mention it. I had just decided, one of those split-second decisions, that I wasn’t going to tell him about the rotted fragments of paper money I’d found yesterday. There were too many holes in the fabric the Kavas had woven for me.
When they left, Alex waved at me. The adults didn’t. They disappeared in a westerly direction around the lake.
A while later, after I’d gone down to the nearby McDonald’s for an egg sandwich, I took my ease on the bench beside the picnic table and thought about this case and my possible courses of action. One of my early moves had to be a conversation with Mrs. Kristi Kava, my client’s wife, but I would need to do some spade work first.
I picked up my spade and went back to the tarp-covered excavation for a different kind of digging. An hour later I felt pretty sure I had recovered everything in the hole that might be of any relevance. I looked at my watch and then at the detritus on my tarp. After my initial find, I’d dumped the dirt off the tarp and instead used the plastic to hold the fragments I was unearthing. The dirt went onto a pile on the grass beside the garage. It did occur to me that I might be disturbing long-buried evidence. Police forensics probably should have been called in, or maybe the historical society, but I figured that the puppy’s initial dig and the boy’s recovery of the pistol had pretty well destroyed any significant evidence, other than what we’d already found.
Muscles in my back and shoulder were sending messages telling me to quit with the physical labor. So I did.
What I had, and what I was able to reconstruct, sort of, from the fragments before me was that a long time ago somebody or several somebodies had buried a canvas bag of cash, amount undetermined, along with the revolver, in a hole in the ground beside the garage. There might have been other paper as well. Some of the tiny chewed up and rotted scraps could have been bonds, or other legal tender. I thought most of it was currency of some kind. The long burial had seriously damaged the paper I collected and I couldn’t identify it. Maybe it was Canadian. Some of the fragments had the tell-tale green tinge of American bills. The largest fragment I located was maybe an inch by a quarter. Think irregular confetti. Some of this stuff was red and purple. What I did calculate was that this was definitely the remains of a crime. What kind of crime was a little uncertain. The stuff was booty because the quality of the engraving that I could see was first class. People just don’t bury high-quality engraved paper that was most likely paper currency with a weapon unless laws have been broken. But even after I sifted through the pile of fragments, I only had partial letters, a number here or there, and scraps of what might have been canvas. And it stunk. It all smelled really bad.
From the evidence I deduced that a canvas bag with leather corners had originally contained the paper, because I found part of a leather corner. The rivets were gone. There weren’t any coins at all. I didn’t want to clean any of it without some expert help because it was disintegrating almost before my eyes. So I packed it all carefully into a plastic trash bag I had in the car and stowed it in my trunk.
I was making certain assumptions. I assumed the smelly paper had once been money and it and the revolver were from some crime, like maybe a bank heist sometime in the past. I made those assumptions because that’s the way I work. Besides, if this was all a big innocence, why was I here in the first place?
How far back this assumptive crime lay, I had no clue at the moment. And with no specific evidence of a crime, I could be off base. I mean, hey, maybe some eccentric guy just buried his money and his revolver one day to hide it from his wife. What did I know?
I left a note on Kava’s back door and departed. First I went home and cleaned up, had a little lunch and called my honey. Catherine Mckerney owns and operates a thriving massage school in Minneapolis. In addition, she employs some well-trained therapists who operate the massage contracts she has with several major organizations and businesses around town. The collective income and some canny investments her dad made allows her to live in a pricey part of town. But it keeps her busy. I left messages at the apartment we’re starting to share and at the school where she has her office. Then I took my plastic bag of old loot and went to my office.
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