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      Momma Peach sighed. Sadness roamed inside her heart. “Oh,” she sighed and fought back tears, “Where, oh where can my baby be?” She hummed an old, melancholy tune as her hands worked to make a homemade pie dough. The kitchen was silent and filled with the sweet smell of cinnamon and coffee. Outside a hard, cold rain fell, drenching the earth with the gray hand of a wet winter. The rain was keeping folks inside, preventing the foot traffic that normally passed by her bakery, which meant Momma Peach had plenty of time to bake instead of dealing with hungry customers. Even though she loved to bake, loved to fill her kitchen with the smell of pies, loved to sing as she worked the sweet dough in her hands, she was too sad to enjoy the rainy morning and meditative time in her kitchen. “Oh, where, oh where is my baby?”

      “Still sad, I see,” a warm voice spoke.

      “Huh?” Momma Peach asked and jerked her head up. She spotted Sam leaning in the kitchen doorway wearing a green rain jacket and his usual brown cowboy hat. “Oh, hello Mr. Sam, I didn't hear you come in.”

      Sam nodded in greeting and slowly removed his jacket. “The rain is really coming down outside,” he said as he tossed his jacket onto a wooden coat rack to dry.

      “I suppose,” Momma Peach sighed. “You have come for your morning coffee, I’m sure. Coffee is on the counter.”

      Sam walked over to a wooden counter that reminded him of pioneer days, picked up a brown coffee mug, and poured himself a cup of coffee. “It's quiet around here,” he told Momma Peach. “Now that Michelle is in China with Able, Mandy and Rosa are in school, Old Joe is visiting his friend in St. Louis—or so he said—and even Millie is in Texas for a bit. It's just you and me, Momma Peach.”

      Momma Peach went back to rolling out the pie dough to hide her misty eyes. “I miss Michelle, Mr. Sam. I don't like my baby being so far away.”

      “Momma Peach, after everything we've been through lately, I'd say that poor girl deserves a vacation away from all of her worries,” Sam told Momma Peach. “Besides, she and Able needed some time alone.” Sam sipped his coffee and watched Momma Peach’s rolling pin smooth out the pie dough. “Momma Peach, they'll be fine, I promise. I'm sure Michelle and Able can handle two weeks in China without the world coming to an end.”

      “Well, it has been seven whole days since Michelle left,” Momma Peach told Sam, “and so far, the only bad news my girl has reported is—”

      “Her luggage is still missing,” Sam politely interrupted Momma Peach. “I know, I spoke to Michelle last night before I went to bed.”

      Momma Peach gently laid the dough on the pie plate waiting on her baking table. “Mr. Sam…” she started and fought back a tear. “I know I’m being mighty silly, but I can't help it.”

      Sam spotted a tear falling from Momma Peach's eye. He put down his coffee, walked over to her, and wiped the tear away. “You're a very tender woman,” she told Momma Peach and wrapped his arms around her.

      Momma Peach placed her head down on Sam's shoulder. “I feel empty without my girl here to talk to and gossip with,” she confessed. “And cold, rainy mornings like this one sure don’t help to cheer me up any, no sir and no, ma’am. The good Lord is testing me, Mr. Sam.” She tried to laugh but it came out as a soft sigh.

      Sam smiled. He loved Momma Peach and appreciated her attempt at humor even though her heart was sad. “Well, I'm here,” he said, “and I'll stick around all day and help you...well, bake...or whatever you want me to do.” Sam snapped to attention and saluted Momma Peach. “I'm at your service, ma’am. What would you like for me to do first? Sweep the basement? Clean the gutters? Chase the spiders out of the attic?”

      Momma Peach felt a smile touch her face. She brushed some flour off the brown apron she wore tied neatly over her blue dress and then patted the soft cloth she always wore over her head. “I may look the same on the outside,” she told Sam, “but on the inside, I feel tired. But you sure always bring a smile to my face.”

      Sam remained at attention. “What are your orders, ma’am?” he asked in a soldier’s voice.

      “Drink your coffee and let me think up a few chores for you.” Momma Peach smiled at Sam and patted his arm. “I'm sure I can think up enough chores to keep you busy for a few hours.”

      Sam laughed and walked back to his coffee. As he did, an idea dropped down from the ceiling and hit him in the head. “Hey,” he exclaimed and snapped his fingers together, “why not?”

      Momma Peach made a funny face. “Why not what?” she asked and went back to working on the pie dough.

      “Why don't we take a road trip, just you and me?” Sam asked in an excited voice. “We'll go where there are no bulls, of course,” he said and winked at Momma Peach.

      “Oh, Mr. Sam, no more trips, please,” Momma Peach begged. “Our last trip to Vermont wore me down to the bone. And I sure don't feel like being chased by some crazy bull again, no sir and no, ma’am. That bull nearly solved my hemorrhoid problem, you better believe it.”

      Sam burst out laughing. “Yeah, we nearly met our end,” he agreed. “I'll never forget how you looked running down that snowy road, Momma Peach. Your short little legs sure were moving.”

      Momma Peach heard laughter slip from her mouth. “You weren't taking a stroll in the park yourself, Mr. Sam,” she pointed out. “If I recall correctly, you were leaving a smoke trail in the snow.”

      “Yeah, I was sure moving,” Sam agreed. He took a sip of coffee. “Momma Peach, Vermont wasn't exactly what I would call a vacation. We dealt with some pretty dangerous people there and managed to come out with only a few scrapes and bruises.” Sam put down his coffee. He looked around the kitchen. “Michelle and Able aren't due to return for another seven days. The girls are busy at school. Millie isn't driving back from Texas for a while, and who knows when Old Joe is going to show up again? So,” Sam took a calm breath, “why don't you and I pack a bag and get ourselves down to some warm, tropical island? My treat.”

      Momma Peach raised an eyebrow. “A tropical island?” she asked in a curious tone. “What kind of tropical island do you have in mind?”

      Sam clapped his hands. “Momma Peach, many years ago when I was...oh...sixteen or seventeen, I visited this little island off the coast of Australia...southeast about a hundred or so miles. This island is extremely remote, a real off-the-beaten-path type place that can only be reached by boat.”

      “Mr. Sam, I need indoor plumbing,” Momma Peach said and waved her hands in the air. “I ain't gonna go sit under a palm tree and dig a latrine.”

      Sam chuckled to himself. “Don't worry, Momma Peach, this island has a hotel in the village, roads, and even a small golf course...at least it did when I visited. Who knows, maybe by now the island has been stained by greedy developers who put in some more amenities?” Sam rubbed his chin. “Let me do some checking and see what I can find out, Momma Peach. I'll be back in...oh...couple of hours, okay?”

      Momma Peach hesitated. “Mr. Sam, I can’t just—”

      Sam held up his hand. “Momma Peach, I'm afraid I'm going to have to insist that you take this trip with me. You need a vacation just as much as I do. A vacation that doesn't involve crime and criminals.” Sam walked over to Momma Peach and put his hand on her shoulder. “I'm talking about warm sunshine, sandy beaches, glittering lagoons, crystal blue seas and beautiful sunsets.”

      Momma Peach stared into Sam's cajoling eyes. How could she say no? “Well, maybe for a day or two, Mr. Sam, but—”

      “Great!” Sam exclaimed and ran to the kitchen door to put on his jacket. “I'm going to run home and jump on the internet for a bit and call my travel agent. I'll be back around lunch and we'll go down to the diner and have a bite to eat.” Momma Peach shot Sam a stern eye. “If we can gag down the food that awful diner serves, that is,” he said and vanished.

      Momma Peach stared at the kitchen door and then went back to work. She shivered in the cold, wet air that gusted through the kitchen in the wake of Mr. Sam’s exit. “I wouldn't mind feeling the warm sunshine on my face and white sand under my feet,” she admitted. “I wouldn't mind watching the sunset over a beautiful ocean, either…oh, maybe I do need a vacation because my mind sure does feel tired of this gray winter sky—” Momma Peach stopped speaking when she heard the phone ringing from the front room. She quickly wiped flour off her hands, hurried into the front room, and answered the phone. “Momma Peach's Bakery.”

      “Claire, is that you?” Aunt Rachel asked in a sleepy voice. “Why didn't you come over and watch ‘Wheel of Fortune’ with me?”

      Momma Peach froze. “Oh no,” she moaned in a whisper, “it's Aunt Rachel.”

      “Claire? Speak up, I can't hear you,” Aunt Rachel snapped with gleeful spite. Momma Peach could hear an old rerun of “Gunsmoke” in the background and Aunt Rachel’s gums were smacking on something, probably her favorite prunes. She liked prunes almost as much as she liked aggravating her favorite niece. “Take the cotton out of your ears.”

      “I'm not Claire,” Momma Peach cried out in agony. “This is Caroline...your niece...the one you called? The one who lives in Georgia.”

      “George? No, I don't know any George,” Aunt Rachel replied as she chomped into the phone, something juicy and sticky and disgusting. Momma Peach shuddered a little to hear it. Aunt Rachel was in high form today indeed. “Claire, are you seeing a man?”

      “No!” Momma Peach cried and then began banging the phone against her head. “Aunt Rachel, this is Caroline.”

      “Claire, did you move to South Carolina?” Aunt Rachel asked.

      “No, you old bag of beans!” Momma Peach sputtered, losing her temper at last.

      “Beans? Claire, you know beans give you gas,” Aunt Rachel scolded Momma Peach. “Now, are you coming over to watch ‘Wheel of Fortune’ with me tonight or what?”

      Momma Peach took a careful breath and sent a prayer up to the heavens. “No, I'm not going to watch ‘Wheel of Fortune’ with you tonight, Aunt Rachel. How can I? I live hundreds of miles away from you!”

      “You live right down the street from me,” Aunt Claire told Momma Peach. “Claire, did you up and move without telling me?”

      “No, I didn't up and move,” Momma Peach exclaimed and slowly began contemplating walking out onto a busy highway and playing in traffic. “Aunt Rachel,” she said, nearly going insane, “this is Caroline...your niece...” she said through gritted teeth. “Not Claire. I don't even know who Claire is.”

      “Claire, you sound constipated,” Aunt Rachel commented above the sounds of a shootout playing on her old television in the background. “This Matt Dillon, I tell you, he sure knows how to make an outlaw eat dirt! Claire, you need to eat prunes like me, you hear?”

      “I'm not constipated!” Momma Peach screamed.

      Aunt Rachel chuckled to herself. Momma Peach was convinced the old woman took a special pleasure in driving her niece mad, though she had yet to prove it. “Claire, are you eating your fiber pills every morning like Dr. Thornberry told you? You know you're supposed to walk down to the corner drug store every week and get those fiber pills and eat three a day. Can't poop without fiber.”

      Momma Peach let her head drop. What was the point of putting herself into an early grave over a crazy old lady? “Sure, I take my fiber pills,” she promised. “Why I walk myself down there to that corner drug store every week and tell the man wearing the white coat to give me my poop pills, oh yes, my dear. You know it's true.”

      Aunt Rachel chuckled to herself again. She enjoyed it when Momma Peach reached her limit and began acting silly. “That's good, Claire,” she said. “Now tell me, where is Wilbur, huh? Is he still minding that old corn patch of his?”

      Momma Peach bit down on her lip and nodded her head. Yep, the old woman was surely going to drive her mad before her time. Before she could tell Aunt Rachel that Wilbur was locked away in a white padded room, the front door opened and Rosa walked in, dripping with more than just the rain. Rosa was crying. “Oh dear,” Momma Peach exclaimed. “Aunt Rachel, I have to go. You can drive me insane some other time.” Momma Peach slammed down the phone and ran to Rosa. “Baby?” she asked.

      Rosa ran into Momma Peach's arms. “Oh, Momma Peach, it's so horrible,” she cried.

      Momma Peach wrapped her arms around Rosa and pulled her close. “What was horrible?” she asked. “You tell Momma Peach! Did someone try and hurt you? Oh, tell me and I’ll go beat some sense into that person, yes sir and yes, ma’am.”

      Rosa shook her head no. “No...it's nothing like that.” Rosa looked up at Momma Peach with tear-filled eyes. Her young, sweet face was hurt and broken. “It’s my grandparents. They have to move back to Mexico.”

      “Mexico?” Momma Peach asked.

      Rosa nodded her head. She slowly let go of Momma Peach and removed a bright pink rain jacket, revealing a dark brown dress that seemed a tad too big for her. “Yes,” she said and hung the rain jacket on the wooden coat rack next to the front door. “Mexico.” She sighed heavily.

      Momma Peach sighed and gently pushed the dripping ponytail off Rosa’s tender shoulders to squeeze the rain out of it. “Oh, my sweet baby,” she said, staring into Rosa's upset face. “Your grandparents want you to move back to Mexico too, is that it?”

      Rosa nodded her head yes. “Momma Peach, if my grandparents move back to Mexico...and if I don't go...I'll be alone.”

      “No, you won't,” Momma Peach pointed out. “You'll always have me to take care of you, and Mandy to love you, and Michelle to guard your back, and Mr. Sam to watch over you.”

      “I know,” Rosa wiped at her tears, “but...I won't have my grandparents.” Rosa walked up to the front counter. “I was supposed to have classes today, but I was too upset to go.”

      Momma Peach followed Rosa up to the front counter. “Baby,” she said in a worried voice, “are you thinking about...moving to Mexico?” she asked.

      Rosa stared at Momma Peach. “If I don't...I won't have any place to live and I can't afford to...” Rosa stopped talking. “Momma Peach, I can't stay because I can't afford to live alone.”

      Momma Peach gently wiped Rosa's tears away. “Did you come to Momma Peach to ask for help?” Rosa shamefully nodded her head. “Oh, my sweet girl,” Momma Peach smiled and pulled Rosa into her loving arms. “I am going to make sure you are wrapped in a warm blanket and taken care of, don't you worry.”

      Rosa rested in Momma Peach's embrace and closed her eyes. She needed a vacation away from all her worries, too.
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      Sam beamed across the dinner table like a rooster in a hen house. “Rosa, you can stay at the farmhouse with me. There's plenty of room, and I know Ellie would be so happy with you there, she’ll have a fit,” he said and took a sip of sweet tea.

      Momma Peach grumbled to herself. She didn't like sitting behind enemy lines eating enemy food. “Look at that old woman sitting behind that there cash register like she's the queen of the world,” she told Sam and Rosa. “That old woman serves the worst food known to man.”

      Rosa glanced down at the cheeseburger she was eating. The cheeseburger was delicious, but she couldn't let Momma Peach know that. Instead, she focused on Sam's offer. “Sam, that's very kind, but I work part-time at Momma Peach's bakery and go to school. I'm afraid I wouldn't be able to pay much—”

      “If you try to give me a single penny, I'll evict you,” Sam warned Rosa and tossed her a kind wink. “Rosa, I'm a wealthy man. I don't need money, and I wouldn't ever dare take a penny from you.” Sam took another sip of sweet tea. The tea was perfect, but of course, he had to make a sour face just to please Momma Peach. “Now, there is a bedroom at the farmhouse sitting empty. The room is yours until you grow old and gray. All you have to do is say the word and we'll go get you a bed, a nightstand...everything you need. I'll even paint the room pink if you'd like.”

      Rosa looked at Momma Peach. “Momma Peach wanted me to come and live with her,” she told Sam.

      Sam frowned. He really wanted Rosa to live at the farmhouse. Why? Because he never had a daughter and Momma Peach’s young helpers at the bakery, Rosa and Mandy, felt like daughters to him now, just like Michelle had come to be. “Momma Peach, can I steal Rosa away? I mean...well, I do have that elephant and...a lot of land and room...I think maybe Rosa might—”

      “Hold it,” Momma Peach warned Sam, “don't you dare say my house is too small.” Momma Peach drew in a deep breath. She looked at Rosa and then back at Sam and allowed a smile to touch her eyes. “Because if you did, Mr. Sam, you'd be right. With Old Joe living with me, well, Momma Peach’s house has become a bit smaller.” Momma Peach looked back at Rosa. “Rosa, tell me what you want.”

      Sam bit down on his lip. “Rosa, we can rent you an apartment if you'd like,” he said in a hesitant voice. “I mean, I know a young woman your age likes to have privacy and all...so living with an old guy like me might not be what you're searching for.”

      Rosa studied Sam's eyes and saw a warmth and love that comforted her troubled heart. “I don't want to live alone,” she confessed. “I've been to your farmhouse, Sam. You invited me and my grandparents over for dinner three times already and every time we visit it’s felt so cozy. My grandparents really like you, and your farmhouse...and so do I. I think your farmhouse is absolutely wonderful.”

      “You do?” Sam asked.

      Rosa nodded her head. “Yes,” she smiled. “It's big and roomy, it always feels like home. I...would like to live there with you and Ellie, if that's okay with Momma Peach.”

      Sam smiled from ear to ear. He turned in his seat and looked at Momma Peach. “Momma Peach?” he asked.

      Momma Peach reached across the table and patted Rosa's hand. “We need to get you a car. It's too far to walk to school from Sam's place. And I am pretty sure your grandparents are going to need their vehicle.”

      “Hey, that's right,” Sam snapped his fingers. He felt like a dad preparing to teach his daughter how to drive for the first time. “We can go right after lunch and I’ll let you pick out any vehicle you'd like.”

      Rosa could barely believe her ears. “Uh...I have my bike,” she told Sam. “I can ride my bike to school.”

      Sam waved his right hand in the air and dismissed the idea of Rosa riding her bike to school. “And let you get all dusty and sweaty every day so you can barely think straight? Not a chance. Right after lunch we're going to buy you a brand new car,” he insisted. “Because you deserve it, honey. And—” Sam suddenly stopped talking. His face grew thoughtful and then exploded with a smile.

      “Mr. Sam?” Momma Peach asked. “Did you just get hit with a gas bubble or what?”

      Sam shook his head no. “No gas, Momma Peach,” he confessed and swung around in his seat. “Momma Peach, did I tell you? I found the island I told you about. And I was right, the island has really grown into a place for the rich and spoiled.” Sam glanced at Rosa and then focused back on Momma Peach. “Why don't we take Rosa on vacation with us, Momma Peach?” he asked in an excited voice. “She can get her mind off of her grandparents having to leave town. All three of us can escape for a whole week.”

      Momma Peach examined Sam's eyes. The poor man was so desperate for her to say yes. “Okay, Mr. Sam,” she smiled and patted Sam's face, “Me and Rosa will go get sand between our toes with you.”

      Rosa looked confused. “Vacation?” she asked. “Momma Peach, I don't have enough money to—”

      Sam spun back around in his seat and raised his hand up in the air. “Don't worry about money, Rosa.   This vacation is on your friend Sam. All I need you and Momma Peach to do is go pack as soon as we finish lunch. We'll get you a car when we get back.”

      Rosa lowered her head. “My grandparents are leaving for Mexico tomorrow,” she confessed in a sad voice. “They didn't give me much time to make up my mind. It wasn't their fault, really. My grandmother's sister is ill and she wants to see my grandmother. Also,” Rosa added, keeping her head bowed, “both of my grandparents are getting older and they want to be near their family and friends in Mexico. I guess I can't blame them.”

      Sam nodded his head. “When you grow old, Rosa, it's important to be in a place that feels like home. I always got the feeling your grandparents never felt at home in this town. Your grandmother always talked about Mexico when she came over for dinner. Like it was her home, and this was just a stopping place. It was clear to me that she missed her home town.”

      “Me too,” Momma Peach added. “Rosa, we'll go talk with your grandparents after lunch and explain to them that you're going to stay and live with Sam.”

      Rosa raised her head with tears of happiness swimming in her wide, beautiful eyes. “Thank you, Momma Peach,” she said and looked at Sam. “And thank you, Sam.”

      “Don't thank me until we're walking on a warm, sunny beach,” Sam smiled back at Rosa. He picked up his sweet tea and took a sip. “To be honest,” he explained, “my mind is begging for a vacation. No offense, Momma Peach, being part of your family has really taken its toll on me. I've seen more fireworks with you in the last year than I did living in my town. And I lived in my town a good many years, too.”

      “No offense taken,” Momma Peach assured Sam. “I was mighty tired up there in Vermont and I wasn't sure I could deal with more rats crawling out their holes. But when I am challenged to a fight, I never back down.”

      “No, you don't,” Sam agreed. He sure did admire Momma Peach. The woman was a soft teddy bear one moment and a raging grizzly bear the next. “I have to admit, Momma Peach, that I wasn’t exactly operating at full steam in Vermont, either. I didn't realize that until we got back home and I had time to think about the events we went through and how we handled them.”

      Rosa listened to Momma Peach and Sam talk about the case they tackled in Vermont with curious ears. “You two are so lucky,” she said. “Nothing exciting ever happens around here. Well, there was that one time when that crazy guy at the bank threatened everyone and we had to leave town,” Rosa explained. “But Momma Peach sure cleaned his clock.”

      “Baby, a lot of crazy stuff does happen in our little town,” Momma Peach warned Rosa. “I am just grateful my girls never become involved.” Momma Peach thought of the old clown that stabbed her. “I have dealt with some real twisted minds, and the last thing I want is for anyone I love to become trapped in a scary funhouse filled with screams, no sir and no, ma’am.”

      “Oh, Momma Peach,” Rosa said, “everyone in town knows you're the best detective this side of the Mississippi. You've solved more cases than I can count.” Rosa’s eyes became dreamy. “I can't imagine the adventures you've been on, the bad guys you've fought, the people you've helped.”

      Sam glanced at Momma Peach. Momma Peach sighed. “I ain't no Nancy Drew,” she told Rosa. “The cases I’ve helped Michelle with were filled with danger and confusion...all sorts of ugly little critters that bite real hard.” Momma Peach dared to take a drink of her tea. “And let me be completely honest: I solve mysteries by the grace of the good Lord and nothing else.”

      “That's right,” Sam added. “Rosa, books and television make criminal cases seem romantic. The hero has everything figured out, knows exactly who the bad guy is, and knows exactly how to win. But in reality, you're always playing it by ear and hoping for the best. Most of your thinking is based on assumptions instead of facts and, well, you throw your line out into the water and see what you get.”

      “Sometimes you catch a snake,” Momma Peach told Rosa and then pointed at her soft, grandmotherly arms. “These arms ain't meant for fighting. Now our girl Michelle,” Momma Peach whistled, “that woman has saved my backside more times than I can remember. Michelle fights the bad guys with her Kung Fu arms and legs...goodness does she.”

      Sam folded his arms and nodded his head. “Michelle is a trained fighter and she's come up against some pretty rough characters,” he told Rosa.

      Momma Peach thought of Lindsey Sung. “And some of the bad guys she’s fought...they fight back real hard.”

      “What we're trying to imply, Rosa,” Sam finished, “is that solving crime cases is a dangerous business and there's nothing romantic about it. There's...dead bodies...bad guys...and a whole lot of danger that I'm happy to be away from.”

      “Me, too,” Momma Peach agreed. “I hope we’ve seen the last of the bad people for a while, give me strength, give me strength.” Momma Peach took another drink of sweet tea without realizing it. When she realized her mistake, she cried out: “Oh, I done went and poisoned myself.” Mrs. Edwards threw her hands at Momma Peach from across the room and made a sour face. “Oh, go throw your wrinkled old hands at Poison Control, you old scarecrow,” Momma Peach fussed.

      Sam and Rosa smiled at each other. “Well,” Sam said and grabbed his rain jacket, “I think I'm going to have Mrs. Edwards make my order to go. I need to get back to the farmhouse and call a travel agent and get our trip organized.” Sam stood up and looked down at Momma Peach. “I'll drop by the bakery before you close, okay?”

      Momma Peach smiled. How could she ruin Sam's excitement? “Okay, I will be there.”

      “And so will I,” Rosa promised.

      Sam smiled and hurried up to the cash register, asked Mrs. Edwards to make his order to go, and rushed out into the rain when she brought out his food in a brown paper bag. “There he goes,” Momma Peach sighed.

      “Momma Peach?” Rosa asked.

      “Huh?” Momma Peach looked at Rosa.

      “You...don't seem excited to be going on vacation,” Rosa pointed out.

      “Oh, I’m just tired, that's all,” Momma Peach told Rosa. “Mr. Sam means well, and I sure know that man has a heart of gold, but truthfully…I just want to stay home.”

      “Why didn't you tell Sam that?”

      “Because,” Momma Peach smiled, “even though I am a tired soul, I understand that when someone cares for you, you need to catch a second wind and show them your appreciation. Besides, maybe resting on a warm sunny beach is just what I need.”

      Rosa smiled. “It does sound fun, doesn't it? I've been to a few beaches in Mexico, but this island Sam is talking about seems really cool.”

      Momma Peach saw excitement glitter in Rosa's sweet eyes. “How are you ever going to handle living in Georgia without your grandparents? Lots of phone calls, I imagine? You three are very close.”

      Rosa nibbled on her cheeseburger and then looked at Momma Peach's untouched plate of fried chicken and green beans. “I'm going to miss them,” she confessed, “but I know my grandparents will be happier in Mexico than if they stayed here. But...well, this town is my home. Georgia is my home, Momma Peach, it’s the only one I’ve ever known. I would feel uncomfortable living in Mexico. I like to visit, and it's very beautiful, but...well, Mexico isn't my home. Besides, I can always go and visit my grandparents anytime I want.”

      Momma Peach smiled. “Yes, you can,” she promised. “Anytime you want.”

      Rosa smiled back. “I'll be happier here knowing my grandparents are happy,” she promised Momma Peach. “Now that I've had time to catch my breath I think everything is going to turn out for the best. I'm sorry for being so upset earlier and crying about it like a little girl.”

      “Nonsense,” Momma Peach told Rosa and, trying not to notice the scrumptious chicken leg on her plate, “you were splashed with shocking news.” Momma Peach looked up at Rosa. “Now, listen to me, we might as well gag this terrible food down and get moving. We have to visit your grandparents and then send you out to do a little shopping.” Momma Peach reached down into her pocketbook and pulled out her bank card and slid it across the table. “My girl is going to need to buy her some vacation clothes and sunscreen. You’re going to show everyone on that beach what the prettiest girl from Georgia looks like when she’s out to have a good time.”

      “Momma Peach, I—”

      “You'll do what I tell you to do,” Momma Peach said and then squeezed Rosa's hands with love. “Take me to the bank, and make that bank card smoke.” And with those words, Momma Peach decided to eat her lunch. Of course, she complained over every single bite and swore she would need a stomach pump afterward. But somehow, to everyone's amazement, she managed to leave the diner without being rolled out to an ambulance on a stretcher. “Good thing I have a bottle of Pepto Bismol in my pocketbook,” she told Rosa and opened a bright green umbrella and walked off down the wet sidewalk. Rosa grinned to herself and hurried along beside Momma Peach.

      Life sure was interesting when Momma Peach was around.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      “Delayed,” Sam fussed and plopped down in a brown wooden chair that was connected to a long row of identical chairs in front of a large window overlooking the long, rain-drenched runways outside the airport. He pulled off his cowboy hat and tossed it into his lap. “Rain is turning into ice,” he explained in a frustrated tone.

      Momma Peach reached over and patted Sam's hand. “It's okay,” she promised. “I am sure we'll be flying like birds before you know it.”

      Rosa was not so sure. According to all the angry and upset faces visible in the terminal, she was pretty certain no one believed they’d be flying anytime soon. “Well, we did make it to this airport,” she told Sam, struggling to sound optimistic. “It could be worse. We could be stranded in a larger airport.” Sam grumbled and stalked off to talk to one of the gate agents, hoping for more information.

      “That's right,” Momma Peach agreed. She reached over to Rosa and pushed her bangs away from her eyes. “This here airport is a quarter the size of the airport down there in Atlanta, which means we don't have large crowds to fight our way through.”

      “And,” Rosa pointed out, “this airport isn’t completely in the middle of nowhere. It’s located on the outskirts of a town called Mableville. I checked with the security guard and he told me Mableville has a couple of hotels and some good places to eat. So even if we do get stranded, we'll be okay.”

      Sam returned with a glum look. He sighed and slumped down in a chair. “It’s more than a delay—it’s a cancelled flight now. They can’t rebook anyone just yet, so I called the Greenview Inn and reserved us two rooms,” he said and folded his arms. “Weather report is predicting ice pellets throughout the night and then heavy snow tomorrow.”

      “Well, it is winter,” Momma Peach attempted to comfort Sam. “And this is Tennessee. It's not like we're in Florida.”

      Sam shook his head. “Atlanta to Denver...Denver to Los Angeles...Los Angeles to Sydney...Sydney to our tropical island...easy as pie. But this winter weather is making it impossible to get out of the south, let alone make it across the country.” Sam looked at Momma Peach and then at Rosa. “I sound like a grumpy old man, don't I?” he asked and then laughed at himself. “I guess I do.”

      Rosa put on a pink coat over the dark blue dress she was wearing. “Sam, you sound like a man who is frustrated with the weather,” she smiled.

      Momma Peach stood up and put on her red coat. “I sure hope there are no bulls in this here airport,” she teased Sam and winked at him. “Let's go to our hotel, get checked in, and go find some food in Mableville.”

      “Sure,” Sam said and stood up. He popped on his cowboy hat, picked up a green duffel bag, and walked Momma Peach and Rosa through the small but crowded airport. “Gonna be cold outside,” he said, spotting the front entrance.

      “Sure is,” Momma Peach said, carrying a brown suitcase. She prepared herself to step out into an icy wind dancing with freezing rain. “I usually like the cold, but I got enough of winter in Vermont.”

      Rosa checked the gray suitcase she was pulling behind her and wondered if being stylish was more important than being warm. The coat she was wearing was warm, but not built to battle harsh, frigid conditions. “I hope we can get a cab soon,” she said in a worried voice. “I don't want to stand outside too long.”

      “A cab is better than the smelly SUV we rented to drive to Vermont in,” Momma Peach chuckled. Her chuckle quickly turned into a groan as she walked through the main entrance and stepped outside. A vicious, cold wind immediately ripped at her face with harsh fingers. “My goodness,” Momma Peach cried and tucked her head away from the wind.

      “Yes sir,” Sam said in a painful voice and worked his way around a crowd of stranded business people standing around in light trench coats that were obviously useless against the cold. Sam heard a man say in an angry voice: “I better be compensated for this delay!” He heard a woman gripe in reply, “I worked weeks on my report and now I'm going to miss the meeting.”

      Rosa walked past the group of frozen suits and carefully studied the faces. Their clothing was expensive, but their faces were haughty. “I could never be one of them,” she whispered.

      Momma Peach heard Rosa. She turned around and pointed a stern finger in the air. “And don't you ever try to be,” she told Rosa. “The good Lord created Rosa to be who Rosa is meant to be. Understand?”

      Rosa nodded. “Yes, Momma Peach.”

      Sam spotted a yellow cab sitting on the curb behind a gray and red airport shuttle van. He threw his left hand up in the air. “Hey, taxi!”

      “Come on,” Momma Peach urged Rosa and hurried her short little legs over to the taxi. An old man smoking a cigar climbed out of the driver's seat, his thick gray coat bundled around him. He walked to the trunk of the car to help with their luggage and focused on Sam. “Where to?” he asked and opened the trunk.

      “The Greenview Inn,” Sam told the old man and quickly loaded the luggage into the trunk.

      The old man studied the gray day. He focused on the freezing rain falling all around him. “Roads are a mess,” he warned Sam. “Mills Bridge has already been closed down. It's going to be slow going. But I tell you what. I'll charge you a flat rate of say...thirty dollars. Sound fair?”

      “How about a hundred if you get us to the hotel in one piece,” Sam told the old man and hurried Momma Peach and Rosa into the back seat and then jumped into the front passenger seat.

      “Ah, warmth,” Momma Peach exclaimed and raised her hands over the front seat and aimed them at the vents. “Momma Peach don't like being a popsicle, Mr. Sam. And I sure don't like that I forgot my gloves, either.”

      Sam warmed his hands. “We'll get you a pair of gloves, Momma Peach,” he promised.

      The old man situated himself back in the driver's seat and ordered Momma Peach to sit back and buckle up, and then cautiously put the engine in drive and eased away from the front curb. “Hear that?” he told Sam. “Rain is already turning into ice. It'll be snow before dark. A hard storm is pushing down from the north and is expected to bring heavy snow as far south as Macon, Georgia. Up to three feet is being predicted for this area.”

      “Three feet, my goodness,” Momma Peach said.

      “No planes are going to be flying out of Mableville until it melts—we don’t have any kind of plows around here. Could be as long as a week,” the old man told Momma Peach and puffed on his cigar. His face was tough and mean but his eyes were gentle but stern. “You folks would be better off renting a car and driving west before the storm hits.”

      “I checked with the rental car company in the airport,” Sam explained. “Every car was rented out. We're trapped.”

      “Might be best that you are,” the old man pointed out. “I doubt you would get far and it'll be night soon, anyway. Roads are worse at night. Best that you folks hunker down at John's place and sit the storm out.”

      “John's place?” Sam asked.

      “John Minski owns the Greenview Inn,” the old man told Sam and turned up a weather report, listened for a minute, then snapped off the radio. “Yep, going to be a mean storm. And speaking of mean, John Minski is one mean old fart, let me tell you.” The old man glanced at Sam and then focused back on the road and drove the cab out of the airport and turned onto a wet, icy road that meandered through the dull winter countryside. “John and me, we served in Vietnam together. It'll be smart of you if you don't mention the war.”

      “Mister, all I want is to get these ladies to a safe, warm hotel and get some food into us,” Sam replied.

      “Name is Ralph, not mister.”

      Sam nodded his head. “Ralph it is, then.” Sam tossed a thumb at the backseat. “That's Momma Peach and Rosa. We're on our way to vacation on a warm island in the Pacific...well, we were.”

      Ralph chewed on his cigar. “Wouldn't mind taking the wife to one of those islands,” he told Sam. “I'm a retired plumber trying to make a living on top of what little I get from Social Security and my vet pension. Hurt my back eight years ago...haven't been much good since. My brother-in-law lets me drive this cab for him when he’s feeling poorly. I make a little pocket change, but not enough to take a fancy vacation.”

      Momma Peach felt pity enter her heart. “Our veterans should be taken better care of,” she told Ralph.

      “Ma’am,” Ralph replied, “this country couldn’t care less about me or my service. I get twelve hundred dollars a month to live off of from Social Security and my veterans’ pension and I'm allowed to make only so much on top of that. My wife, bless her heart, still works up at Green Hill Nursing Home, but her pay isn't much to look at. But the Lord is good, and we get by. We always have food on the table and a roof over our heads. So I'm not complaining. I served my country proudly and I'll die knowing I did so, no matter how I'm treated...or even forgotten.”

      Sam felt an immediate respect for Ralph. “You're a good man, Ralph. A dying breed.”

      “We all are,” Ralph told Sam and motioned at Momma Peach. “The world is being taken over by a bunch of kids who want to give this country over to every disgrace imaginable to man.” Ralph shook his head. “The old-timers are dying off and I'm mighty grateful to be one of them. I don't think I can stand to live much longer and see my country turn into the very enemy I fought in Vietnam.”

      “Amen to that,” Momma Peach said.

      Ralph continued to chew on his cigar. “Yeah,” he said, “a lot of people would say Amen to that, good people...but ma’am, Mableville is being overrun by a bunch of...well, folks I wouldn't waste two cents on, let me put it that way. In the last four years alone, I've seen Old Jack’s grocery store torn down and replaced by one of them fancy chain stores. I've seen Michael Brady's hardware store ripped out right from under him and the storefront turned into a stupid art gallery.” Ralph shook his head in disgust. “Over ten stores that have been part of Mableville since I was a child have been destroyed and replaced by garbage. John Minski is the last holdout.”

      “Holdout?” Momma Peach asked.

      “Yeah,” Ralph explained. “The Coplin and Morris Land Development Company is trying to pressure John to sell out. John ain't budging an inch.” Ralph slowed the cab down a little. “Roads are getting icier by the second.”

      “Coplin and Morris...I saw a billboard for that company back at the airport,” Sam told Ralph.

      “Yep,” Ralph said, “Coplin and Morris are everywhere. They want to take everything that makes Mableville unique and turn it into a trash heap and give the profits to outsiders. Of course, they call it 'progress' and 'smart development.'” Ralph huffed. “I don't call tearing down a man's life and building a bunch of look-a-like homes on his land 'progress' or development.' I call it plain old death.”

      Momma Peach glanced at Rosa. Rosa had her eyes trained on the back of Ralph's head. “Baby?” she asked.

      “Huh?” Rosa asked. She looked at Momma Peach. “Oh, I was just thinking about how sad it is to lose everything you love.”

      “You said it, young lady,” Ralph told Rosa. “John Minski has owned the Greenview Inn for over thirty years. And now a bunch of rats are trying to force him to sell out. People are fighting it, though. Michael is fighting to get his land lease back and might just do it if we can vote in a new mayor, too. We old-timers aren't going down without a fight. But,” Ralph said and shook his head with sadness, “we may win the battle but lose the war, you know? The war is one we won't win because the heart of America has changed. People are too busy chasing progress, they can’t see they’re turning our country into the same kind of place we once fought to liberate...it’s a shame.”

      Sam looked at Ralph. The rough old man grew silent. “Shame,” he whispered and began thinking about the warm island he was desperately trying to reach with Momma Peach and Rosa. Suddenly the island seemed sour in his mind. He had the sudden urge to buy a home in Mableville and join the fight against Coplin and Morris and whoever else was involved in destroying the little town.

      Momma Peach leaned back in her seat and looked out of the window. She saw brown, rolling hills and bare trees under an icy sky. Central Tennessee sure was pretty, she thought, though surely it would be a whole lot prettier in the spring. In her mind, she pictured Mableville as a cozy little town tucked in between the hills, the perfect place to discover warm bakeries, hardware stores, dress shops, candy shops, antique stores, every kind of warm and cozy family-owned store her mind could imagine. Then she saw a dark, ugly hand trying to rip up the town and poisoning that vision with chain stores and so-called modern buildings that were nothing but soulless places where a town’s money went to die. “The disease is spreading all over the place,” she said.

      “Disease?” Rosa asked.

      “Oh,” Momma Peach told Rosa in a tired voice, “what I mean, is that the country I grew up loving is changing into a cheap landscape filled with buildings that all look the same. The old ways are going away. You don't have creaky old grocery stores anymore or little toy shops or even a cozy bookstore to explore. Now everywhere you turn, you run into enough chain stores to make you sick.”

      “But we have old stores in our town, Momma Peach.”

      “Yes,” Momma Peach forced a smile to her face, “we do...for a while longer. Why? Because our town is supported by a strong, Christian mayor and a town council that likes things just the way they are.”

      Ralph looked at Momma Peach through the rearview mirror. “I might take the wife and move to your town,” he told Momma Peach.

      “You'd be more than welcome,” Momma Peach smiled. “Momma Peach loves to expand her family.”

      Ralph felt a smile touch his eyes. He could sense that Momma Peach was a special lady who meant her words. “Well,” he said, “your offer is tempting, but I've never backed down from a fight and I can't start now.”

      “I understand,” Momma Peach told Ralph.

      The cab grew silent. Only the sound of ice hitting the windshield made any sound. Momma Peach closed her eyes and tried to rest her mind and forget about how ugly the world was becoming.
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        * * *

      

      John Minski wheeled out into a warm lobby in a worn-down wheelchair that had seen better days. His eyes weren't focused on Momma Peach, Sam or Rosa, who were all standing next to a blazing fire in the stone hearth. His eyes were set on two men wearing gray suits and black overcoats. “I done told you to get,” he snapped.

      One of the men looked at the small American flag John had attached to the back of his wheelchair and rolled his eyes. “Mr. Minski, the war is over,” he said in a flat tone.

      Momma Peach studied John Minski's furious face. The man resembled a pit bull with eyes that would make a rattlesnake run for the nearest hole. Sure, he had gray hair and his legs were missing, but that didn't stop the man from being a fierce bear. “Get out and get offa my land,” John growled and whipped out a gun from the pocket of his green Army jacket.

      “Hey,” the two men cried out in alarm and raised their hands up in the air, and one replied, “Cool it old-timer. We're not the enemy.”

      “Oh, yes you are,” John growled. “Your type is my enemy. Now get.”

      The two men slowly backed up to the front door. “Mr. Minski, be reasonable. You are being offered a very generous amount for this...establishment. We suggest you take the money while the offer is still on the table.”

      Sam carefully walked over to John and folded his arms. “You heard the man,” he said and pointed at the front door. “He told you to leave.”

      The two men glared at Sam with angry eyes and then focused back on John. “You have one week, old man,” one of the men snapped, his anger finally getting the best of him and making him show his true colors, “and then we're going to have the town council condemn this dump and snatch it away from you, is that clear?”

      John aimed his gun at the man. “Step one foot back on my property and you'll be seeing through a hole in your head. Now get!” he yelled. The two men shook their heads and walked outside into an icy parking lot and to the waiting black limousine. Everyone watched as the limo pulled away. John finally lowered his gun and looked up at Sam. “I can fight my own battles,” he snapped.

      “Yeah, you sure can,” Sam replied. He studied the lobby. The lobby was small, with a rustic hardwood floor and knotty pine walls. Three dark brown armchairs cozied up next to the fireplace and a wooden counter nearby held a coffee pot filled with hot coffee. “Nice place you have here.”

      John lowered his gun. “It's mine,” he said and rolled his wheelchair back behind the front counter. “You folks are going to need more than one night,” he told Sam. “You're going to need at least seven nights unless you're planning to snowshoe out of Mableville.”

      Momma Peach warmed her hands and made her way up to the front counter. She looked down at John and smiled. “We'll stay however many nights you think we need to.”

      John looked up at Momma Peach and soaked in the compassion on her sweet, caring face. Then, to Sam's shock, he actually smiled. “Weatherman said the storm that's fussing outside is going to be a mean one. Mableville is a small town that rolls up the sidewalks at sunset. She ain't prepared for this storm and I know for a fact that once the snow shuts down the roads, nothing will be moving again until the storm passes.”

      “Seven nights seems excessive, I was figuring perhaps only four. This storm is expected to drop—” Sam began to say.

      “Four feet of snow,” John interrupted. “Was three feet, but now it's up to four. People are saying this storm is going to be worse than the one that hit in 1917.” John put his gun back into the pocket of his jacket. “Well, let's get you folks checked in.”

      Rosa stood in shock. She had never in her life seen a man pull a gun and aim it at another man, yet Momma Peach and Sam didn't seem concerned at all. She slowly walked up to Momma Peach and tugged on her coat. “Momma Peach?”

      “Yes?” Momma Peach asked.

      “That man just aimed a gun at those other men,” Rosa said in a shaky voice. “Should we be staying here?”

      “Oh, he was just chasing off two rats,” Momma Peach explained and patted Rosa on her arm. “This is Rosa, Mr. Minski.”

      John looked at Rosa. “You worried about my gun, young lady?” he asked. Rosa nodded her head yes. John pointed at the front door. “That world out there is filled with dangerous animals, young lady. A man needs a gun to protect himself, his family, and what belongs to him. Never forget that.”

      “But you pointed your gun at those two men,” Rosa objected. “I mean...someone could have been shot.”

      “That would have been a darn shame,” John said and winked at Rosa. Momma Peach chuckled to herself and Sam grinned.

      Rosa didn't know what to say or think. So she did the only thing she knew how to do: she shoved her hands into the pocket of her coat and walked back to the fireplace. “She's young,” Momma Peach told John.

      John smiled. “I see goodness in her,” he told Momma Peach and then pointed at a stack of guest registry forms sitting on the front counter. “I do things the old-fashioned way here. I don't have one of them computers and I take cash only.”

      Sam pulled out his wallet. “I stopped at an ATM machine at the airport,” he told Momma Peach. “John, how much do we owe you?”

      “Just pay for the first night,” John told Sam, “and we'll worry about the rest later. We agreed to one night over the phone, but that was before the weather report changed.” John studied Sam's face. “I know you're good for the money. We can settle the rest of the nights when you check out.”

      “Fair enough,” Sam said and placed two hundred dollars down on the front counter.

      “Only need five twenties,” John told Sam as he counted out one hundred dollars and tried to hand Sam back the rest. Sam refused. “This is your money.”

      “No,” Sam said, “you take that extra one hundred dollars and give it to Ralph the next time you see him, okay?”

      John looked at the money in his hands and then back up at Sam. “Sure thing,” he promised and shoved the money into his jacket pocket. Sam smiled and began filling out a guest registry form. Ten minutes later he walked up a flight of green carpeted stairs and down a long hallway with Momma Peach and Rosa. “Room 210 and 211,” he said, reading the numbers attached to each door they passed. The hallway was warm and smelled of pine and cinnamon, reminding Sam of their friend’s beautiful mountainside lodge in Alaska.

      “There,” Momma Peach said, spotting their room number. “That's our room, Mr. Sam.”

      Sam stopped in front of the door. “Okay, ladies,” he said, “I'm going to get a hot shower and then we'll meet back downstairs and walk next door to the truck stop for a hot meal. John said the owner stays open twenty-four hours, regardless of the weather.”

      “We'll meet you in one hour, Mr. Sam,” Momma Peach smiled and stuck an old-fashioned key into the lock and opened the door leading into her room. Sam nodded his head, unlocked the door to his room, and vanished inside. Momma Peach quickly entered her room with Rosa, closed and locked the door, and looked around. “Nice,” she said in a relieved voice.

      Rosa let her eyes roam around. She took in the two queen beds covered with beautiful green quilts, rustic painted log walls, a soft brown carpet that was immaculately clean, and two dark green curtains framing an oval window. What she didn't spot was a television. “No television,” she told Momma Peach and set her suitcase down on the closest bed.

      “Mr. Minski is an old-timer who believes a book is better than a television screen,” Momma Peach explained and peeked into a clean, bright bathroom. “I have no complaints,” she said.

      “This entire inn reminds me of a big log cabin,” Rosa sighed and plopped down on her bed. “It's very nice, but I do like to watch my game shows at night. I hate it when I miss ‘Password,’ Momma Peach. My grandparents call me a creature of habit. I guess they're right.”

      Momma Peach closed the bathroom door and sat down next to Rosa. “Don't you have your laptop?”

      “Why?” Rosa asked and then lit up. “Yes, Momma Peach, I do. I can watch my game shows online.”

      “Kids today,” Momma Peach chuckled and hugged Rosa. “Now, I’m going to go take me the longest hot shower in the world and then we'll go eat us some truck stop food. That is, if you don't need the bathroom first.”

      Rosa shook her head. “I take my shower right before bed, Momma Peach. I sleep better that way.”

      “Creature of habit?”

      Rosa blushed. “Yes, Momma Peach.”

      “Any more habits I should know about?” Momma Peach teased and touched the tip of Rosa's nose.

      Rosa smiled. “Well, I always eat a piece of chocolate before bed to help me have sweet dreams...and I sleep better next to the wall...and I always brush my hair for at least thirty minutes while I watch my game shows.”

      “I love your habits,” Momma Peach laughed and walked over to her bed to open her suitcase. As she did, a gunshot rang out from downstairs. Momma Peach jumped. “Oh, give me strength,” she cried out and spun around. A second gunshot rang out. “Rosa, stay where you are,” she yelled and ran out into the hallway and nearly bumped right into Sam. “Mr. Sam—”

      “I heard the gunshots,” Sam told Momma Peach and looked down the hallway. “Come on,” he said and lowered his voice. Momma Peach pulled the door to her room shut and eased down the hallway with Sam. When they reached the end of the hallway Sam studied the stairs with worried eyes. “You stay right here, Momma Peach.”

      “No sir and no, ma’am,” Momma Peach objected. “I am going where you are going.”

      Sam rubbed the back of his neck and then finally nodded his head. “Let's go,” he said and maneuvered down the stairs. When he stepped into the lobby, he found John staring down at the body of one of the men he had chased off. “John?” Sam called out.

      John didn't raise his head. “All I heard was two gunshots,” he told Sam in a shaky voice.

      Momma Peach pointed at the gun John was holding. “You mean to tell me you didn't shoot this man with your gun?”

      “I was in the back office,” John explained. “When I heard the gunshots, I got out here as fast as my wheelchair would let me.”

      Sam walked up to John and looked down at the dead man. The man was lying face down. “He's been shot in the back.”

      Momma Peach reluctantly approached the dead man and looked down at him. “Oh, give me strength,” she said. “I am supposed to be on a warm tropical island right now getting myself a good old-fashioned sunburn. Instead, I’m trapped in a blizzard with a dead man. Oh, give me strength, give me strength.”

      John slowly raised his eyes and looked at Momma Peach. “Momma Peach,” he said in a strained voice, “I didn't shoot this man. I sure wanted to. But wanting and doing are two different things.”

      Momma Peach put her hand on John's shoulder. “I believe you.”

      Sam rubbed his neck with nervous hands. “John, if you didn't shoot this man, then who did?” he asked and walked over to the front door and studied the icy parking lot. As he did, a few other guests began trickling down into the lobby to see what all the commotion was about. A middle-aged woman wearing a thick pink bath robe spotted the dead man and let out a horrible scream, which made a man holding a small dog nearly wet his pants.

      “Everyone get back to your rooms,” John snapped, suddenly taking charge. “The police will be here shortly.”

      Momma Peach watched a man with a thick mustache and a portly belly shrug his shoulders and work his way back upstairs. A young couple who appeared newly married quickly ran back to their rooms. “Good grief,” Momma Peach mumbled under her breath and walked over to Sam. “Mr. Sam?”

      Sam shoved his hands down into the pockets of his jeans. “Momma Peach, my gut is telling me John was just set up for murder,” he said in an angry voice.

      “I was just thinking the same horrible thought,” Momma Peach told Sam. She cast her eyes outside and looked around the parking lot. “Whoever killed that man is escaping into the storm.”

      Sam nodded his head. “The killer knows we're about to be covered in heavy snow and is probably making his getaway as we speak.”

      Momma Peach watched a few semi-trucks crawl past the inn and turn into a truck stop that reminded her of a vintage sixties diner. The right side of the truck stop, with long rows of parking lanes for semi-trucks of every shape and size, was only half full. It seemed the truckers were all driving south to escape the storm. “Mr. Sam, the killer might be escaping into the storm, but I feel that the dead man's partner in crime will be returning soon enough with the police.”

      Sam looked at Momma Peach. He read her eyes and then nodded his head. “Yeah, I wouldn't be surprised one bit.”

      “Oh goodness,” Momma Peach heard a voice cry out. She turned around and saw Rosa standing at the bottom of the stairs.

      “Rosa,” Momma Peach cried out and ran across the lobby and wrapped Rosa in her arms. “Momma Peach told you to stay in the room.”

      “I was worried,” Rosa confessed, putting her hand over her mouth. “Is that man...dead?” she asked.

      Momma Peach nodded her head. “Yes, he is.”

      Rosa looked at John. “Did he kill him?” she asked in a trembling voice. “He did, didn't he?”

      Momma Peach shook her head no. “No. That man didn't kill anyone. But you better know that the real killers will be back. Now come on with me and get back upstairs.” Momma Peach walked Rosa back to their room.

      Sam walked over to John and put his hand down on the man's shoulder. John raised his eyes and looked at Sam. “I'm in some serious trouble,” he said.

      “Yeah, but you're not going to fight this war alone,” Sam promised.

      Outside, the day turned darker and colder.
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      “Give me strength, give me strength,” Momma Peach exclaimed as she examined the little packs of coffee arranged on a wooden counter outside of the bathroom in the room she shared with Rosa. A small coffeemaker was on the right side of the counter, staring off toward an iron and box of tissues by the clean porcelain sink. Momma Peach shook her head and tossed down a pack of decaf coffee, turned on the hot water impatiently, and began filling the small coffee pot with water. “Mr. John sure owns a nice inn, but he's sure cheap on his coffee. I need some strong coffee beans down me, not this weak watery stuff you can buy at a discount store.”

      Sam sat down in a comfortable chair beside the window and put his face into his hands. “I wish we could be downstairs with John,” he said in a tired voice.

      “I wish the same thing, Mr. Sam. But that old fart of a sheriff ran us back upstairs to our rooms,” Momma Peach fussed as she poured the water into the coffeemaker and started the pot of coffee brewing.

      “Sheriff Maples seemed like a nice man,” Rosa told Momma Peach.

      Momma Peach turned away from the counter to face Rosa, who sat on her bed with a gray laptop resting in her lap. “What are you looking at on that there laptop?” she asked.

      “The weather,” Rosa sighed. “The storm is now being predicted to last a lot longer than before and drop a lot more snow, too. The news reports I've been reading are claiming this storm is going to set new records. Snow is even being predicted to fall as far south as Orlando.”

      Sam removed his hands from his face, pulled back the curtain covering the window, and looked outside. He spotted snowflakes mixing in with the ice. “We're trapped in this town for a while, that's for sure,” he told Momma Peach and Rosa. “I guess I better try and get across the street to that truck stop and get us some food while I can. I know John said the owner stays open regardless of the weather, but I don't want to take a chance.”

      “But Sheriff Maples said to stay in our room,” Rosa told Sam in a worried voice.

      Momma Peach threw her hands into the air. “You let the grownups make these decisions, okay? Besides, I don't like being told to stuff myself inside a room and starve to death. I am mighty hungry and I ain't about to let my tummy fuss at me because some old fart told us to stay put, no sir and no, ma’am. When you come between Momma Peach and a good meal, watch out, because Momma Peach will take on a wild bull.”

      Sam stood up and pointed to the small refrigerator tucked under the counter where a microwave sat. “At least we have a way to keep and heat some food. I'll get enough food to get us through a few days,” he assured Momma Peach and grabbed his coat from the reading table in the room. “I'll go out the back stairs and stay out of sight. What the sheriff don’t know won’t hurt him.”

      Rosa put down her laptop and quickly stood up. “I'll go with you, Sam. I could use some fresh air.”

      Momma Peach glanced at the small coffee pot. “Well, I better come along, too,” she said and hurried to her coat. “Ain't no sense in waiting for that water to turn into sludge. Maybe that there truck stop across the street will have some decent coffee. Let's go.”

      Sam walked to the door, cracked it open, and looked toward the main stairs. The hallway was empty and silent. “Clear,” he whispered. Momma Peach waited for Rosa to put on her coat, took her hand, and walked out into the hallway and closed the door. “Ready?” Sam asked.

      Momma Peach shoved her room key down into the right pocket of her coat and nodded her head. “Let's go,” she said.

      Sam turned left and walked down the hallway toward an emergency stairwell. He opened a thick wooden door and held it open for Momma Peach and Rosa, and they walked down a flight of wooden stairs. When they reached the bottom of the stairs Sam pushed open another wooden door and they walked out into a powerful, screaming wind pelting them with ice and snow. Sam quickly tucked his head down and waited for Momma Peach and Rosa to exit safely. “This wind is colder than the wind up in Vermont,” he said, holding the door firmly so the wind wouldn’t snatch it from his hands. Out on the street, three semi-trucks crawled past the inn. The trucks all had their lights on and glowed like brave but worried warriors preparing to battle a dark night. “Those trucks better hurry,” Sam said, smelling exhaust in the air.

      Momma Peach threw her head down under her arm to avoid the stinging ice pellets in the wind. “Oh, I am going to turn into a peach daquiri,” she howled as the winds attacked her face. “My, oh my, this here storm is turning out to be a mean one, yes sir and yes, ma’am.”

      Rosa joined Momma Peach. “It sure is miserable out here,” she agreed.

      “It's the wind,” Sam explained. “The wind makes it feel colder than it really is. But when the sun sets, which won't be long from now, the temperature will drop below freezing and stay below freezing, and then it'll really turn cold.” Sam nodded his head toward the truck stop. “Let's go.”

      Momma Peach grabbed Rosa's hand and carefully walked up the west side wall of the inn and then stepped onto an icy parking lot. She looked to her right and saw Sheriff Maples’ brown car, an ambulance, and a black hearse. A man wearing a thick gray coat was loading a gurney into the back of the hearse; a black body bag was strapped down to the gurney. “There goes a lost soul,” she sighed. “It's always tragic when a person decides to live their life outside of love and inside of hate...and when their ends come, it comes in disgrace.”

      Sam looked at the hearse. The sight of the hearse standing in the wintry weather made his heart feel very cold inside. He stopped walking and folded his arms together. “It's a shame,” he agreed and looked at Rosa, who was watching the hearse with shock on her face. “Rosa, now do you understand why murder cases are ugly? Television can distort reality and make even the ugliest and worst crimes seem appealing. But in reality, murder is cold, cruel and hateful.”

      Rosa stared at the hearse. “Death is…the end,” she whispered and grabbed Momma Peach's arm. “I guess I can understand what you and Michelle go through now, Momma Peach. I mean, I always knew, well, that danger was involved. But in my mind...well, I pictured it like the old movies, you know. Dick Tracy or Sherlock Holmes, or Nancy Drew.”

      Momma Peach watched the man in the gray coat close the back door of the hearse, lock it, then peer up at the dark, gray sky before hurrying to the driver's door. “Baby,” Momma Peach said as the man jumped into the hearse and cautiously drove away, “I sure do wish I could team up with Nancy Drew and solve some silly mystery where the only criminals to be found are a buncha two-bit numbskulls. Come on.”

      Momma Peach walked Rosa across the street behind Sam, and they entered the warm truck stop that smelled of grease, coffee, cigarette smoke, pancakes, eggs and hash browns. Country music was blaring from an old jukebox pushed up against a back wall. Worn-down tables ran in a crooked line down the middle of a large room with wooden walls and a green linoleum floor. A simple but inviting long front counter at the front of the room waited, its old stools worn down from years of truckers resting on them. “Ah, my kind of place,” Momma Peach said and took in a deep breath of strong, almost burnt coffee. “The coffee is gonna be strong in this here truck stop, too.”

      Sam looked around. He overheard a few truckers sitting at the tables talking about the weather. A couple of truckers resting at the front counter kept their heads hunched over plates of pancakes and eggs. “Be right with you, folks,” a woman called out from behind the front counter. “Just go ahead and grab a seat anywhere.”

      Momma Peach spotted a table near a window and hurried over to it. She looked through the window, spotted the front of the inn, and nodded her head. “This table will do,” she said, quickly removed her coat, and sat down.

      Rosa examined the truck stop. She had never been in such a place before. The smell of grease seemed to stick to the tables and chairs. “Is it okay to eat here?” she asked in a concerned voice.

      “Right as rain,” Sam promised. He sat down next to Momma Peach and studied the front street and then walked his eyes over to the inn. He spotted Sheriff Gables walk outside, get into his car, and drive away. The ambulance followed. “Well, at least John wasn't arrested,” he told Momma Peach in a relieved voice.

      “Sheriff Maples might be a rude old fart, but he's an old timer who isn't about to throw his old friend into the slammer,” Momma Peach pointed out as Travis Tritt began to sing about giving a quarter to someone who cares. The song didn't fit well with the weather, yet it seemed to paint the inside of the truck stop with perfect strokes. “I sure like to hear that man sing,” Momma Peach said and allowed her mind to step away from her stress.

      “You like country music, Momma Peach?” Rosa asked.

      “I like all kinds of music.”

      “You always listen to jazz music in your kitchen back home. I just assumed jazz was the only music you liked,” Rosa told Momma Peach.

      “Assumptions make a you-know-what out of you and me,” Momma Peach smiled. “Though in this case you are a smart cookie,” Momma Peach patted Rosa's hand. “Because Momma Peach sure does love her jazz. However, I’m crazy over country, but give me the old-timers…Ray Charles, Conway Twitty and my all-time favorite: Elvis. Oh, when that man sings ‘Are You Lonesome Tonight,’ I cry every single time, yes sir and yes, ma’am.”

      Rosa couldn't imagine Momma Peach being an Elvis Presley fan. “Momma Peach, you're an Elvis fan? You, of all people?” she asked, amazed.

      “Now what’s wrong with liking Mr. Peanut Butter, Banana and Bacon Sandwich?” Momma Peach asked and gave Rosa a curious eye. “Huh?”

      Rosa blushed. “Well...I just figured, well...nothing, Momma Peach. I just figured Elvis was a tabloid star rather than someone people really liked.”

      Momma Peach chuckled. “Tabloid star. Did you hear that Mr. Sam?”

      Sam grinned. “Well, the poor guy was spotted on the moon last month. Probably singing a new hit tune, too.”

      “Very funny, ha ha,” Rosa told Sam and gently slapped his hand.

      Sam winked. “If you spot Elvis at the local ice cream shop in town, let me know, Rosa. We'll snap a photo of him and make millions.”

      Momma Peach chuckled to herself again. “Make sure you catch the man eating peanut butter and banana ice cream.”

      “Oh, you two,” Rosa fussed. She looked to her right and spotted a short, chubby lady with short gray hair hustling up to the table. “Here comes the waitress.”

      Momma Peach spotted the waitress and smiled. “Sorry, hon,” the waitress said and snatched an order pad from the pocket of the brown apron she wore over a thick gray sweater and heavy maroon dress, “it's been a madhouse in here today. Neil, our cook, called out and then Wanda and Freida called out. It's been me and Beth all day. It's just now slacked off a bit. Most of the truckers are trying to get out of town. A few brave souls have decided to stay parked outside and weather the storm.”

      “What's your name?” Momma Peach asked.

      “Martha.”

      “Well, Ms. Martha, I'm Momma Peach, this here is Mr. Sam, and that beautiful doll is Rosa. And we are all three very hungry,” Momma Peach told Martha in a warm voice. She then tossed a thumb at the inn sitting across the street. “We're staying at Mr. John's.”

      “Yeah, I heard a shooting took place over at John's earlier. Dave came in and gave me the scoop.”

      “Dave?” Sam asked.

      Oh, Dave is a deputy sheriff,” Martha explained and then rolled her eyes. “Well, he's more of a scarecrow that couldn't shoot the broad side of a barn, bless his heart.”

      Sam bit his lip. “Martha, what did Dave tell you?”

      Momma Peach eased in. “We were there when the shooting happened,” she explained.

      “Oh,” Martha said in a quick voice, “well, then I guess you would know more than Dave.” Martha looked out of the window and studied the weather. “All Dave told me was that a man working for Coplin and Morris was shot and killed. Now let me tell you,” Martha focused her eyes on Sam, “this old gal sure isn't going to shed any tears. Coplin and Morris are two evil men who are bound and determined to destroy my home. They're after poor John and Mr. Brown.”

      “Mr. Brown?” Momma Peach asked.

      “Oh, Benny Brown, he owns this truck stop,” Martha explained. “Coplin and Morris are trying to force him to sell out, but Mr. Brown is holding his ground.” Martha shook her head. “Coplin and Morris figure once they take John out they can force Mr. Brown to sell, too. Anyway,” she said, “I don't want to ruin your appetite, so let's get you all some food, huh? Because we're so short-handed today, all we're cooking up is eggs, pancakes, grits, hash browns, oatmeal, pepper gravy, biscuits, coffee, juice and leftover pecan pie. I know it's not much of a menu, but—”

      “Baby,” Momma Peach beamed, “you just bring me a plate full of everything you just mentioned, and I will be just fine. Just make sure the coffee is strong enough to make a spoon stand up.”

      “The coffee is super strong today,” Martha promised Momma Peach and looked at Sam and Rosa. “The same for you two?” she asked.

      “Please,” Rosa asked in a polite voice. “And I'll have some orange juice if that's okay.”

      “You got it, hon.”

      “Coffee for me,” Sam told Martha.

      “Three Happy Plate Specials, two coffees and a juice, coming right up,” Martha said and rushed off.

      “She seems like a nice lady,” Rosa said and touched a greasy salt shaker.

      Sam leaned back in his chair and studied the front road. Momma Peach glanced back at the inn. She saw John open the front door, look outside, and then vanish.
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        * * *

      

      After filling her hungry belly with hot, delicious breakfast food, and drinking three cups of the best coffee she had ever had, Momma Peach tipped Martha a hundred-dollar bill and put on her coat. “Martha, I sure hope this here truck stop stays open during the storm.”

      Martha stared at the hundred-dollar bill. “Oh, I can't accept this.”

      “Oh, yes you can,” Sam smiled and took a paper bag holding three to-go orders from Martha. “And you'll take this,” he said and handed her another hundred-dollar bill.

      “I...well, thank you both so much,” Martha said. “I just hope this isn't a bribe to stay open. I know Mr. Brown is a stubborn man who makes sure this truck stop stays open every day except for the sabbath. But money’s not the issue here…with this weather, we might face bigger problems. I don't see how we're going to stay open all through this storm.”

      “Baby,” Momma Peach said, bracing for a cold walk back to the inn, “how will this here truck stop stay open?”

      “Beth and me will just have to sleep over and hunker down, I suppose,” Martha explained. “Mr. Brown called earlier and said he would make it worth our while. But I'm not too anxious to sleep on a cot in the back pantry and neither is Beth.” Martha looked out at the storm. The ice had changed over into a hard, cruel falling snow. “Not that I got anyone waiting up for me at home…my husband left me last year, and my two sons are grown and live in Nashville...so I guess I will sleep over and earn a few extra dollars. Beth is in the same boat as me, so I guess she'll make up her mind to stay over, too.”

      “What will you do if the power goes out?” Rosa asked.

      “Mr. Brown purchased a very good generator a few years back. It’s enough to run the griddle and the fryer and a couple coffee pots and emergency lights. We’ve tried it out once before. We'll be okay,” Martha assured Rosa. “Well, I better get back behind the counter and make some more coffee.”

      Momma Peach reached out and patted Martha's hand. “If you get lonesome, you just carry yourself across the street and come to Momma Peach's room.”

      “I will,” Martha promised.

      Sam thanked Martha for the food and walked outside. Momma Peach and Rosa waved goodbye to Martha and followed Sam. “My goodness gracious alive,” Momma Peach cried, “this snow storm is worse than the storm we went through in Vermont, yes sir and yes, ma’am. Oh, give me strength.”

      “Hey, look,” Sam exclaimed over the icy winds and nodded toward the inn.

      Momma Peach looked across the street and spotted a black limousine pull up in front of the lobby. One of the men from earlier climbed out of the limousine and walked directly into the lobby without noticing he was being watched. “Well, I'll be,” Momma Peach said.

      “Let's go,” Sam said.

      “Not yet,” Momma Peach ordered Sam in a thoughtful voice. “That there man is on a business trip. If we go rushing into the lobby, we'll break up the meeting.”

      “That thug in a suit might try to kill John,” Sam objected.

      Momma Peach reached out and grabbed Sam's left arm. “If I thought that was possible I would be running across that treacherous street right this second. It's best if we count ten-Mississippis and see what happens.” Rosa looked worried and started counting under her breath.

      Sam focused his attention on the inn. It was slowly disappearing behind a white sheet of snow. The vehicles parked in the parking lot were still and cold. “I guess it wouldn't hurt to wait a couple of minutes.”

      “We'll wait,” Momma Peach said and began walking across the snowy road, “but not out here in this cold. We'll take our food back to the rooms, defrost a minute, and then casually walk downstairs like we never left.”

      Sam liked Momma Peach's idea. Besides, he thought, walking across the street, he doubted the man they saw entering the inn would commit a second murder; if he indeed was the murderer. It seemed to Sam, as he fought against a powerful wind, that the man had returned to the inn to offer John a deal he couldn’t refuse. Sure, Sam reasoned, squinting his eyes and looking at the black limousine. The man who went inside waited until the sheriff left, the scene cleared out, and then hurried back to blackmail an innocent man into selling his property. Maybe it was not even blackmail but a threat with deadly intent. By whatever means, Sam was sure the man in the suit had returned to the inn to carry out a criminal transaction. “Here we are,” he said and pulled open the door leading to the emergency stairwell.

      Momma Peach and Rosa hurried into the stairwell and began shaking icy snow off their coats. It melted in puddles on the floor around them. Sam stepped inside and closed the door. “Oh my, oh my,” Momma Peach exclaimed, “this storm is getting meaner by the second.”

      Sam looked down at his reddened, cold hands. “I'm sorry, Momma Peach. All I wanted to do was take you and Rosa to a warm, sunny island for a week and rest our minds some. And now look at the mess I got us into. We're involved in another murder and trapped in a snowstorm.”

      “Baby,” Momma Peach told Sam and gently touched his upset face, “in this life nothing, and I mean nothing, happens by chance or mistake. We're meant to be in this here town and this here inn for a reason. And that reason, is a man named John Minski. Now you stop kicking yourself for trying to help me get a sunburn and lift up your chin, because you, Mr. Sam, are a good and strong man.”

      Sam felt a smile touch his face. He looked into Momma Peach's loving eyes. “You're some woman,” he smiled and kissed Momma Peach on her cheek. “Let's get upstairs.”

      Rosa stared at Momma Peach and Sam. She noticed how well they clicked. Not romantically, of course, but on a level deeper than romance, a level she couldn't explain to herself. Some people, she concluded—some hearts—just simply bonded together into a beautiful, everlasting friendship. “I could use a hot shower to warm up,” she said in a cheery voice. “I'll let you two go downstairs and talk to Mr. Minski.”

      “Good idea,” Momma Peach agreed. She winked at Sam, climbed up the stairs and walked to her room. Once she was inside and Rosa was all settled, she met Sam back out in the hallway. “Rosa is going to take her a hot shower and watch some of them game shows she likes on her laptop.”

      Sam checked his watch. “Sun is setting, and the snow is starting to cripple the front street. We better hurry and get downstairs.” Momma Peach nodded her head and walked downstairs with Sam. They found John sitting in the lobby talking to one of the men they had seen when first arriving at the inn. The tension in the air was palpable. “Oh, sorry John, we were just coming down for some coffee,” Sam said. He looked at the man wearing a black overcoat. “Everything okay, John?”

      “Go on back upstairs,” John told Sam in a stern tone. “My business is my business.”

      Momma Peach studied the snake standing over John. “Why are you here, fella?” she asked. “Your buddy is dead. Someone done went and shot him in the back. You come here to point a finger at John...or maybe at yourself?”

      “Momma Peach,” John barked, “my business is my own. Now get back upstairs.”

      The man wearing the black overcoat snarled at Momma Peach. “Lady, my name is Andy Pracks. I'm an attorney representing Coplin and Morris. And as an attorney, I will point out that your subtle accusation that I killed William Krayton is not only offensive but—”

      “Oh, shut your mouth,” Momma Peach snapped at the lawyer. “I know your kind, boy. You're a rattlesnake disguised as a rabbit. So take your fancy lawyer talk and shove it, maybe wash it down with some real sour milk that's been sitting out in the hot sun for a long time.”

      Sam studied Andy. The man was in his early forties and his sharp, mean face was carved by tough days in hostile courtrooms. Andy, Sam saw, had participated in his share of legal battles, and had won; either through legal means or illegal means. The man was a criminal defense lawyer who worked for top dollar and did not care that he represented clients who were no better than filth. “John, we didn't mean to interfere,” Sam said and put his arm around Momma Peach, grateful that the woman didn't have her pocketbook in tow. Momma Peach was known to beat people with her pocketbook—especially people with bad manners.

      “Go on back upstairs,” John told Sam again.

      “This is a private meeting,” Andy Pracks warned Sam with cold eyes.

      Momma Peach locked eyes with John. “Mr. John, look down at your legs—”

      “I ain't got no legs!” John barked.

      “Exactly,” Momma Peach pointed out. “You lost your legs in Vietnam fighting a hostile enemy. Don't give up the fight now.” Momma Peach pointed at Andy. “Fight this snake.”

      “So much for being casual,” Sam whispered in Momma Peach's ear.

      John looked back at Andy with furious eyes. “I'll think about what you said,” he told the man and tossed a thumb at the front door. “Now get.”

      “We're not finished with our meeting,” Andy told John in a threatening tone. “Mr. Coplin and Mr. Morris want an answer tonight. I'm not leaving without your answer.”

      John glanced down at his legs, and then, to Andy's dismay, he reached behind his wheelchair and felt the American flag he had attached to it. “Long ago this flag used to mean something...nowadays, people won't even stand for the National Anthem when it's being played. Thousands of men shed their blood and died on foreign shores for this flag...” John's voice dropped down to a whisper and then he fell silent. After a minute he looked up into Andy's eyes. “Tell Coplin and Morris that my answer is no.” John let go of the American flag and yanked out his gun. “And if you ever step foot back in this lobby again I'm willing to go to prison to teach you a lesson, and I’ll go with a smile on my face. Now get!”

      Andy made a disgusted face at John. “Old man, your day has come. And trust me when I say this: you don’t need to kill me, I already know you are going to spend the rest of your life rotting behind bars,” Andy hissed and walked over to the front door. “You were given a chance to escape a very harsh punishment and you chose to ignore the opportunity at hand. Now you're going to learn what punishment really is.”

      Sam balled his two hands into two fists. “Mister, I'm about to teach you what real pain is,” he said and walking toward Andy.

      John reached out and grabbed Sam's arm. “Don't waste your time on that rat,” he told Sam.

      Andy glared at Sam. “Anytime you want to go toe to toe with me, old man, just say the word. I’ll sue you for assault after I take you down—I'm a black belt in three different forms of martial arts.”

      “Yeah?” Sam asked. “Well, I'm a black belt in good old-fashioned street stomping.”

      “Get out of here,” John yelled at Andy, “and don't come back.”

      Andy jerked open the front door and allowed the icy winds to invade the lobby. The winds ran over to the fireplace and began slapping at the fire. “When you're rotting in prison, remember this day,” he said and vanished out into the storm.

      Momma Peach ran to the front door, pulled it open, and yelled: “Turkey!” and then slammed the door closed. “Oh, that kind I can do without,” she said and immediately thought of Michelle. “If my baby was here, she would have kicked that snake back down into his hole, yes sir and yes, ma’am.”

      “Too bad Michelle is far away in China,” Sam told Momma Peach and focused on John. “John, what did that skunk want with you?”

      “What's it any of your business?” John asked Sam in a sour voice. “I fight my own battles, mister. I don't need you putting your nose in where it doesn't belong. Now, if you’ll excuse me…I'm expecting a shuttle van from the airport in a few minutes. Seems like a bunch of business folk who thought they could rent a private jet and fly out of town got their bubbles busted.”

      Momma Peach folded her arms over her chest. “Mr. John, I am a patient woman, but I am sure getting tired of your negative attitude. Now don't go make me slap some sense in that hard, stubborn head of yours, do you hear?”

      John wheeled his wheelchair over to the fireplace and stoked the fire with another log. “Momma Peach,” he said, “this ain't your fight. That jungle snake came back here to tell me I had two options.”

      “Sell out or go to prison for killing his friend,” Sam guessed.

      John nodded his head. “There's a good chance I could end up in prison, too.” John continued to stare at the fire. “William Krayton, the man who was shot dead, was killed by a handgun registered to me. I keep it in the top drawer of my nightstand beside my bed. That slithery jungle snake showed me a photograph of my gun and threatened to send it in to the sheriff if I didn't agree to sell out.”

      “Are you sure the gun in the photograph was yours?” Momma Peach asked.

      “Yeah,” John said in a miserable voice. “I checked my bedroom. The gun is missing. Besides...” John's voice grew sad. “My wife bought me that gun and had my initials engraved on the handle, with the letters filled in with gold. Ain't another gun like that...anywhere.”

      Momma Peach looked at Sam. “Not good,” she said.

      “Not good at all, Momma Peach,” Sam agreed.

      “They have my voice on tape threatening to kill them both, too,” John added. Before he could say another word, the sound of the shuttle van from the airport filtered into the lobby from outside of the door. “Guests are here,” he said and wheeled himself behind the front counter. “You better get upstairs and settled down for the night. I'll be okay.”

      Momma Peach walked up to the front counter. “Mr. John, you can hate me all you want, but I ain't gonna let you fight this war alone. Now, I'll go back upstairs, but trust me, I'll be back down later. Come on, Mr. Sam.”

      Sam nodded his head at John. “You're not alone,” he promised and walked upstairs with Momma Peach. “So what's the plan?” he asked her in the upstairs hallway.

      “I don't have no plan,” Momma Peach said in an upset voice and walked to her room. “All I know is that I can’t let Mr. John go to prison for a crime he didn’t commit.”
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        * * *

      

      Outside in the swirling snow, the dark-suited lawyer pulled out a black cell phone and made a call. “Yes, Mr. Coplin, the answer you and Mr. Morris requested is a no.”

      “Very well,” a voice growled. “Make sure Mr. Minski is dead by morning.”

      “What about sending him to prison? I have all the evidence needed to frame him for the murder. If he’s in jail, we can simply seize his assets through the state auction process…”

      “No. Kill him as an example to all the others,” the voice ordered Andy Pracks and ended the call.
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      “Oh,” Momma Peach moaned, walking out of the bathroom while clutching her stomach. “I shouldn't have had so much Tabasco sauce on my eggs.”

      Rosa paused a game show video she was watching and looked up at Momma Peach. When she did, Momma Peach winced and let out a painful fart. Rosa blushed. “Your stomach is really hurting, huh?” she asked.

      Momma Peach ran back into the bathroom and slammed the door. Ten minutes later she opened the door and eased back into the room with a shameful face. “I apologize. I sure didn't mean to let my backside be rude,” she apologized to Rosa.

      “You should hear my grandfather after he eats a plate of hot tacos,” Rosa told Momma Peach. “He sounds like a Mariachi band falling down a flight of stairs.”

      Momma Peach chuckled to herself and sat down on her bed. “I bet your grandfather doesn't mind. I have eaten some of his hot tacos and they're worth the pain.”

      Rosa smiled. “I couldn't agree more,” she replied with a vague smile and focused back on a rerun of “Password” she was watching.

      Momma Peach could tell that young Rosa was trying not to think about her grandparents too much. She grabbed her pocketbook and fished out a peppermint. “How is the game show?”

      “Comforting,” Rosa told Momma Peach. “On a night like tonight,” she said and looked at the storm out the window, “I'm very grateful to be inside a nice warm room watching my game shows.”

      Momma Peach looked at the window. The winds were howling and screaming in ways she had never heard before. The falling snow was rapidly accumulating, covering the land. Deep drifts formed along the roads and in ridges along the fields, and back roads would be crippled before another couple hours passed. “I was hoping the snow we experienced in Vermont was the last snow I would see this winter.”

      Rosa sighed. “News report said the governor is going to activate the National Guard to help dig people out when this storm passes.”

      “This here storm is going to be one for the record books, that's for sure. In a storm like this, people are reminded just who is boss.”

      “Amen,” Rosa agreed.

      Momma Peach popped the peppermint she was holding into her mouth. She checked the clock on the nightstand between the two beds. “It's almost eleven. I think I'll wander downstairs for a bit and talk to Mr. John.”

      Rosa paused her game show video. “Momma Peach?” she asked.

      “Yes?”

      Rosa looked down at her hands and then back up at Momma Peach. “Sam is a good guy, isn't he?”

      “Yes, Mr. Sam is a very good guy. I trust him with my life. Why?”

      “Oh, I was thinking,” Rosa said in a thoughtful voice, “that Sam seems lonely, doesn't he?”

      Momma Peach gave Rosa a curious look full of love. “Why yes, sometimes Mr. Sam seems very lonely. I think it’s because he misses his old life in his old town sometimes. You have to understand, that man spent a great deal of his life building his town and he lost everything overnight, including his wife and marriage—even if it wasn’t much of a marriage, toward the end.” Momma Peach stood up. “Mr. Sam doesn't show it, but inside he's hurting. I suppose that's why he wants to buy that lodge way up there in Alaska. Now let me tell you, that lodge is a beautiful wonder,, and worth every penny Mr. Sam will spend buying it from Mr. Nate.”

      “But…?” Rosa asked.

      Momma Peach sighed. “A man like Mr. Sam doesn't do well in crowded places. I do worry that if Mr. Nate delays selling his lodge to Mr. Sam, well then, Mr. Sam may go off searching for another desert town to build and protect.”

      “But Sam has his farm,” Rosa said, confused. “Isn’t that important to protect? What about Millie and the elephant she has stabled there?”

      Momma Peach nodded her head. “Mr. Sam has a place to lay his head at night,” she pointed out, “but Georgia isn't Mr. Sam's home. Millie won’t stay forever. Someday Sam will either drift off back to Alaska or some other place and leave Georgia. But he'll never leave us, no sir and no, ma’am. You see, Mr. Sam is a faithful friend, and where he goes, we'll follow, yes sir and yes, ma’am.”

      “I was kinda hoping Sam would always stay on his farm,” Rosa said with a sad voice. “I like having Sam around, Momma Peach. He makes me feel safe...kinda like a daddy, I guess.”

      “Oh, baby,” Momma Peach said and walked over to Rosa's bed, “Mr. Sam will always be around,” she promised and tickled Rosa's ankle. “I will make sure of that.” Momma Peach heard a knock at the door. “And speaking of Mr. Sam, there he is,” she smiled. “Door is unlocked Mr. Sam, come on in.”

      Sam opened the door and walked into the room wearing a warm green sweater and a pair of brown slacks. He looked like a rugged cowboy trying to play the part of a nineteen-fifties sitcom dad. “Storm is settling in,” he said in a tired voice and closed the door. “I went downstairs to get some coffee and take a look at the parking lot. I found the lobby full of those business folks chewing John's ear off. We're not going to get a word in with him for at least another hour.”

      “Those fancy suits are fussing up a storm, huh?” Momma Peach asked and rolled her eyes. “Of course they are.”

      Sam nodded his head. “Yeah, those folks are all but demanding John make this storm stop in order for the airlines to reopen.” Sam looked at Rosa. Rosa was wrapped up in a thick, white bathrobe and watching her game shows. “What game show are you watching?” he asked.

      “Password,” Rosa told Sam.

      “Hey, that's an oldie but goodie,” Sam smiled. “Who’s on?”

      “Carol Burnett and Gary Moore,” Rosa smiled.

      “I've seen that one. Not bad,” Sam explained. He looked at Momma Peach. Momma Peach raised her eyebrows. “What? A man can't watch a few game shows now and then?” he asked and winked at Momma Peach.

      “I guess the desert can get mighty boring at times,” Momma Peach told Sam and walked over to the small coffee pot. “I can't stand this stale coffee. I’m going to have to go downstairs and get some of the good stuff.”

      “I could go for another cup,” Sam confessed. “I managed to squeeze in an hour nap a while ago and now I'm wide awake.”

      “I took a nap, too, Mr. Sam,” Momma Peach said, then said in a secretive tone, “and now I’m wide awake with a belly ache. Too much Tabasco sauce on my eggs.”

      “You too?” Sam moaned and rubbed his belly. “Our bodies aren't young anymore, Momma Peach.”

      “You said it,” Momma Peach nodded her head and chewed on the piece of peppermint she had in her mouth. “Oh, how I wish I was home in my warm kitchen baking a peach pie. But,” Momma Peach told Sam in a serious voice, “I am very grateful to be in this town, too. You see, I have been doing myself some thinking and I’ve decided that we can’t stand for any funny business with Mr. John. I ain't about to let a poison snake eat an innocent rabbit, no sir and no, ma’am.”

      “I'm glad to see you making a stand, Momma Peach,” Sam said, “but I'm not sure how we can help John. I've been racking my brain and I can't seem to come up with a plan, and John has made it clear that he doesn't want our help.”

      “Baby,” Momma Peach assured Sam, “Andy Pracks is going to show his ugly face back at this here inn again, you just wait and see. A snake like that, when he's got a hungry taste in his mouth, won't stay away for long. Besides, I think that the bosses he's working for may not want Mr. John behind bars at all...maybe they’ll cut out the middle man and just make sure he ends up dead. Plenty of ways to make accidents happen in a storm like this.”

      “Dead?” Rosa asked, alarmed. She closed her laptop and sat up. “What do you mean dead, Momma Peach?”

      “Well,” Momma Peach explained, “I was thinking about Martha over at the truck stop and what she told us.”

      “About how Coplin and Morris want John to be the first to sell?” Sam asked.

      Momma Peach nodded her head. “I ain't so sure blackmailing an innocent man for murder will be enough to scare a few hardened old-timers into selling their land all of a sudden. The man who owns that truck stop doesn't seem like a soft marshmallow that's going to back down from a fight. No,” Momma Peach pointed out, “in my view, it's going to take a lot more than blackmailing a man for murder to scare folks around here.”

      “Murder,” Sam said, shaking his head.

      Momma Peach nodded her head. “Yep.”

      Sam rubbed his chin. “So, you think Andy Pracks will be back, then?”

      “I sure do.”

      Rosa wrapped her arms tightly around her middle. “Creepy,” she said. “We're trapped in this place and a killer is coming...just like in a book you would read on a rainy night.”

      “This ain't no book. This is Mableville, Tennessee. And the folks of Mableville are real people, who are in danger.” Momma Peach shook her head. “We can’t step back and hide.” She focused on Sam. “I have my worries, Mr. Sam. I’m wondering how chopping off the head of one snake will stop those two deadly cobras from sending another one in his place?”

      “Coplin and Morris will just keep hiring more killers to come after the people of this town,” Sam said.

      “You said it,” Momma Peach said in a worried voice. “Doesn't matter how many we take down, Coplin and Morris have an endless supply of snake eggs in their arsenal.”

      Sam walked over to the window and pulled back the curtain. He cast his eyes into the storm and studied the heavy falling snow. A brave semi-truck was pulling out of the truck stop parking lot with its headlights on high beam. “It'll be impossible to maneuver in this storm in a vehicle,” Sam said, watching the truck struggle out onto the front street. “If Andy Pracks is coming back for John, he'll be coming back on foot. That fancy limousine he was traveling in is no match for this storm.”

      “So...we lock all the doors and call the cops,” Rosa said. “Right, Momma Peach?”

      “I sure wish it was that easy,” Momma Peach said and patted Rosa's hand. “The sheriff we met earlier wasn't the type of man who would be willing to walk through a snow storm to come back here to this inn, and Andy Pracks knows that. I know that Coplin and Morris understand how the law in this here town works, and they might even have a few cops on their payroll.”

      Rosa couldn't believe her ears. “Momma Peach, this is America, not some corrupt country that terrorizes everyone. My grandfather was trapped in a village in Mexico that was controlled by a gang once when he went on a missionary trip. He barely escaped with his life. Things aren’t like that here!”

      “I wish that were so. But just like not all of Mexico is bad, not all of America is good. Unfortunately, the bad guys are gaining more and more ground every day.” Momma Peach put her hand on Rosa's shoulder. “Yes, this is America, but if we let power-hungry politicians and spineless leaders use corrupt laws and money to bully the good guys...we’ll be no better than any other corrupt place on this planet.”

      “But...” Rosa said in a confused voice, “this is the land of the free and the brave...the land I love and call home. I understand America has problems, just like other countries, but America is still the greatest country in the world, right? The bad guys will be brought to justice, right?”

      Momma Peach sighed. “All I can say is that there once was a time when the bad guys operated only in the shadows, but not anymore—they're walking out in the open while the good guys are being shoved to the sidelines.”

      “Rosa,” Sam said, “John is on his own, here. He’s up against powerful forces. Plus, the sheriff has policies and laws he has to go by. Right now, he's going to have to wait for the autopsy report on William Krayton to come back. But because of this storm, an autopsy isn't going to be performed anytime soon, which means John is left on ice for now.”

      “And that gives snakes like Andy Pracks room to operate,” Momma Peach pointed out.

      Sam nodded his head. “Mableville is a small town full of beautiful, unspoiled property that Coplin and Morris want to snatch for their greedy purposes. And the worst part is the sheriff can't run Coplin and Morris out of town,” Sam finished with frustration in his voice. “They’re willing to play dirty, and the sheriff can’t fight back like that. He has to follow the law, of course.”

      “So why fight?” Rosa asked. “Momma Peach, Sam, Mableville isn't our town or our home. Why become involved in a fight that isn't ours?”

      “Rosa, Mr. John is our neighbor and the Bible teaches us to love one another. If Mr. Sam and Momma Peach walked away to leave Mr. John to face this peril, why, his blood would be on our hands. No, there comes a time when folks have to stop being selfish, roll up their sleeves, and fight for their neighbors, yes sir and yes, ma’am. If it were happening to us and he came to town, I hope he’d do the same for us.” Momma Peach motioned around the room with her hands. “This here inn belongs to Mr. John, who put his life into these walls. It ain't right for another man to come along and destroy what he's built.”

      Rosa looked around the room. “I just don't see what we can do for Mr. Minski, Momma Peach. You said it yourself: Even if you kill the snake...another snake will show up sooner or later.”

      “Which means we have to go for the heads of the two cobras in charge of the snake hole,” Momma Peach told Rosa in a stern tone. “That's the only way we're going to save Mr. John and the good folks of Mableville.”

      “You said it, Momma Peach,” Sam agreed. “And the only way we're going to take down Coplin and Morris is to trap Andy Pracks.”

      Momma Peach locked eyes with Sam. “And that task, Mr. Sam, is going to take every bit of brain power we have. Andy Pracks isn't a dumbbell who will walk into a trap, no sir and no, ma’am. Andy Pracks is a clever snake who knows his business.”

      Sam grew silent and focused on the storm and thought about Andy Pracks as Momma Peach fetched another piece of peppermint from the depths of her purse and prepared to go downstairs and get herself a cup of coffee.
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        * * *

      

      Sam slowly walked down the hallway with Momma Peach, studying each closed door with careful eyes. “This inn has a total of fifty rooms, Momma Peach,” he said. “The first twenty-five rooms are on the second floor and the last twenty-five rooms are located on the third floor above us. The bottom floor is divided into the lobby area and John's personal apartment. There is a basement that stretches the length of the inn, and an attic, too. So we have a total of four levels, including an attic, with lots and lots of hiding spaces.”

      “Has Mr. John rented out every room?” Momma Peach asked.

      Sam shook his head. “We're on the third floor, and as you can see, this floor is all but empty. John has rented out twenty-one rooms. I know we're trapped in a storm, but Mableville is a small town, Momma Peach, and the airport isn't really that big. Plus, there are other hotels in town that are offering better amenities.”

      “But this here inn is the nicest sleeping pillow in Mableville,” Momma Peach pointed out.

      “I guess,” Sam said and scratched the back of his neck. “But even if this inn is the nicest in town, it doesn't offer television, which is a huge turnoff for most folks, especially families with children.”

      “I wish this here inn was jammed full of people,” Momma Peach told Sam. She ran her hand over the front of a closed door. “Creepy not knowing who may be lurking inside these empty rooms.”

      “Yeah,” Sam agreed. He looked up and down the hallway. “Andy Pracks could be anywhere in the building as we speak. But my gut is telling me the man isn't on site right now.”

      “Mr. Sam, my gut is telling me the same.”

      Sam nodded his head. “John is on his guard right now. Andy Pracks will strike when he believes John has let down his guard a little.”

      “Which means we have a little time,” Momma Peach told Sam. “Let's go have a look in the attic and then we'll peek our eyes in the basement.”

      Sam followed Momma Peach down the hallway and then turned left down a shorter hallway that stopped at a thick wooden door. The wooden door was locked. Momma Peach reached out and grabbed a bronze doorknob and shook it. “A man like Andy Pracks could bypass this lock in a blink of an eye,” she told Sam.

      “And so can I,” Sam said. He whipped out his wallet and fished out his bank card. “Watch.”

      Momma Peach stepped back and watched Sam fiddle with the gap between the door and the jamb. A few seconds later he pulled the door open. “Patience and know-how,” he said and peeked his head in the door and looked up at a flight of dusty, cold wooden stairs. “Attic is dark,” he told Momma Peach.

      Momma Peach imagined a dark attic filled with hideous spiders waiting for a late-night snack. She cringed all over. “Oh, give me strength, give me strength,” she said and then accidentally farted. “Oh, I am gonna gas poor Mr. Sam!” she cried out in embarrassment.

      Sam grinned and shrugged as the smell of rotten eggs filled with the hallway. “Better out than in,” he said and found a light switch on the inside wall. Dim, weak light flashed on and illuminated the stairs like a saggy old man using his last ounce of energy to drag his old body to bed. “Ready?”

      Momma Peach fanned her nose. “Next time I decide to have a double helping of eggs, Mr. Sam, you remind me to be more ladylike, you hear?”

      “A real lady, like yourself, Momma Peach, eats well and understands that the human body sometimes just has to let out some extra gas,” Sam told Momma Peach and patted her shoulder.

      Momma Peach blushed. “Oh, Mr. Sam,” she said, “you sure know how to make an old gal like myself feel better about herself.”

      “You're not so old, Momma Peach,” Sam protested and slowly worked his way up the stairs.

      Momma Peach drew in a deep breath and followed after Sam, keeping a close eye out for any spiders that might be crawling about with hungry fangs ready for her. When she reached the top of the stairs, she found herself in a long room that ran the length of the inn. The room seemed to stretch out forever in all directions. “My, my,” Momma Peach whispered as her eyes wandered over stacked boxes, old pieces of furniture covered over with sheets, old bed frames and mattresses, rusted tools, broken mirrors and other items that John had shoved up into the attic over the years. “A person could get lost in here.”

      Sam reached his eyes out and walked them around the attic. “Lots of room for a person to hide, too,” he pointed out. “What we need to look for is a floor door leading back down into the inn.”

      “A floor door sounds about right,” Momma Peach said. “Uh, Mr. Sam, what is a floor door? Are you talking about one of them doors that you pull down when you're standing in a hallway or something?”

      Sam nodded his head. “Exactly, Momma Peach,” Sam said.

      “I’m just making sure,” Momma Peach said and looked around. As she did, she saw a shadow kneel behind a stack of boxes. Momma Peach froze. Her blood went cold. “Uh...Mr. Sam...” she whispered and raised a slow finger and pointed at the stack of boxes. “Something is...behind those boxes.”

      Sam spun around and threw his eyes at the stack of boxes. He reached into the front pocket of his pants and pulled out a pocket knife. “I didn't bring my gun with me on the trip,” he whispered. “This old pocket knife is all I have.”

      Momma Peach kept her eyes peeled on the stack of boxes. In her mind, she pictured a monster with foul eyes waiting behind the boxes, waiting to attack with a deadly weapon. “Give me strength, give me strength,” she whispered and wrapped the strap of her pocketbook around her right hand. “Momma Peach has your back.”

      Sam looked at Momma Peach. “Stay behind me,” he whispered and then slowly and carefully began walking toward the stack of boxes. “You there!” he yelled and nearly caused Momma Peach to jump out of her skin, “behind the boxes, come out with your hands where we can see them!”

      “Uh...yeah!” Momma Peach yelled, feeling like her heart was about to jump out of her chest.

      Sam walked to a dusty floor and kicked aside a few pieces of broken glass. “Come out from behind those boxes right now!” he yelled, keeping his pocket knife down low.

      “Don't make me go crazy on you up in here!” Momma Peach hollered. “I will tear you a new one like never before!”

      A sound came from behind the boxes. Sam stopped walking. Momma Peach stepped up to Sam and focused on the boxes. Then she saw the shadow rise up from behind the boxes and step out into a small opening. “Don't hurt me,” a little boy's voice begged.

      “Oh, my,” Momma Peach said and slapped at Sam's hand. “Put the knife away, Mr. Sam,” she said and hurried over to the little boy. The little boy backed away. “Don't be scared, Momma Peach isn't going to hurt you. She thought you were a mean person, that's all.”

      The little boy stared at Momma Peach with scared eyes. His gray jacket was dirty and torn in places. The blue jeans and the old sneakers on his feet were about ready to fall apart. His face was dirty and hungry; his eyes full of fear and his messy blond hair full of dust and dirt. “Please, leave me be. Go away,” he begged Momma Peach.

      “Momma Peach can't go away,” Momma Peach said and forced a smile to her face even though her heart was breaking into a million little pieces. “What’s your name?”

      “Please...go away,” the little boy begged again and backed up even further when he saw Sam approaching.

      Sam held up his right hand. “I'm not going to hurt you, son. It's like Momma Peach told you...we thought you were a bad person hiding behind those boxes.”

      “I'm the only one in this attic,” the little boy told Sam in a shaky voice.

      “Do you live in this here attic?” Momma Peach asked.

      The little boy looked down at his sneakers and nodded his head. “Please don't tell anyone I'm here. If you do, they'll send me back to those foster homes.” The little boy shuddered and looked up at Momma Peach. “Those people don't want me...some of them ain't even nice to me. I hate living in foster homes...I hate it.” The little boy almost began crying.

      Momma Peach pegged the little boy to be ten or eleven years of age. “I ain't gonna send you back to a place you don't want to go, no sir and no, ma’am. It ain't right to be forced to lay your head down under a roof where the people don’t want you and can’t be nice to you. That ain't your home. Why, even a dog knows how to find its way home because home is where they’re nice to you. Home is a mighty important place.”

      “I ain't got no home.”

      Momma Peach felt a tear touch her eye. She quickly wiped it away. “You do now,” she said and reached out her hand. “Tell me your name, okay?”

      The little boy looked at Momma Peach and for the first time in his life, he saw a woman that actually cared about him—a woman filled with warmth and love; a warmth and love that he hungered to experience, for once. “Timothy. But everybody calls me Timmy.”

      “Well, Timmy,” Momma Peach said and gently took his hand without him fighting her, “what say we go down to my room and get some food down your belly, okay?”

      Timmy’s stomach growled audibly. He was starving. “Are you gonna call child services people on me?” he asked Momma Peach.

      Momma Peach gently placed her arms around Timmy and hugged him as tears began streaming out of her eyes. “No,” she promised, “I ain't gonna squeal on you, no sir and no, ma’am.”

      Sam watched in amazement. “Timmy,” he asked, “son, how did you get up into this attic?”

      “I wandered into this hotel and found the attic door open,” Timmy confessed, allowing Momma Peach to hug him. He raised his little arms and slowly hugged Momma Peach back. When he felt the love inside of Momma Peach touch his heart he flung his face down into Momma Peach's shoulder, grabbed a hold of her as tight as he could, and began crying. “Don't send me back, please,” he begged. “Mrs. Fowler hits me, and Mr. Fowler calls me awful names.”

      Momma Peach pulled Timmy as close as she could and placed her left hand on the back of his head. “Baby,” she whispered into his ear, “you listen to me. Ain't no one ever gonna hurt you ever again, do you hear? I am gonna take care of you from here on out.”

      Timmy looked up into Momma Peach's tear-filled eyes. “Really?” he asked in a trembling voice.

      Momma Peach nodded her head. “Yes. I own a bakery back home and a house of my own. I have plenty of room for you, and plenty of my famous peach pies that need a very special little boy to be a taste tester.”

      “I like peach pie,” Timmy actually smiled.

      “I bet you do,” Momma Peach said and wiped at her tears. “Now, let's get you down out of this dusty, drafty attic and into a warm room.”

      “Okay,” Timmy agreed and allowed Momma Peach to walk him out of the attic and down to her room. Sam followed behind and shut the attic securely behind them.

      When Momma Peach led him into the hotel room and he saw Rosa, he froze. “Who is that?” he asked.

      Rosa stared at Timmy. “I'm Rosa. Who are you?”

      “This is Timmy,” Momma Peach smiled and pointed at the small refrigerator. “Rosa, get out the food and warm Timmy up a plate while he takes a hot shower.”

      “A shower?” Timmy asked. “Oh, do I have to?”

      “Baby,” Momma Peach said and sniffed Timmy's hair, “you smell like a day-old mothball coming out of a bad mildew factory.”

      Timmy looked down at his feet. “That bad, huh?” he asked.

      Sam grinned and closed the door. “Pretty bad,” he agreed. “But hey, don't worry about smelling bad,” he said. “When a soldier is fighting a war he stays in the field a mighty long time and becomes mighty stinky. It seems to me that you've been fighting your own war, so don't you worry about being stinky. You just get yourself into that bathroom and take yourself a nice, hot, relaxing shower and when you come out your food will be ready.”

      Timmy looked up into Momma Peach's loving face. “You're…gonna take me home with you, for real?” he asked in a hopeful voice. “No fooling...no games?”

      Momma Peach rubbed Timmy's messy, dirty hair. A little dust stirred in the air. “The only thing you have to worry about is how you're gonna decorate your new room,” she smiled. “Also, you better start worrying about if you're going to call me Momma Peach or just plain Momma.”

      Timmy melted, looking into Momma Peach's loving eyes. “I prayed for an angel,” he confessed, “and you're my angel.”

      Momma Peach bent down and kissed Timmy on his forehead. The boy felt a true mother's love bathe his broken heart. “You get yourself into that bathroom and get a shower and let me get your food ready.”

      Timmy smiled and hurried into the bathroom. Sam leaned back against the room door and shoved his hands down into the pockets of his pants. “Amazing,” he said.

      Rosa stared at Momma Peach. “Momma Peach?” she asked in a confused voice, “is there something I should know?”

      “Yes,” Momma Peach told Rosa and pointed at the bathroom door. “Tonight, we're welcoming a new child into our family, a little boy that's going to need a whole lotta love.”

      Rosa looked at the bathroom door, looked at Sam, and then hurried to get the food out of the refrigerator.

      As they bustled around inside, Andy Pracks shoved a gun into a black bag and threw on a heavy, black snow parka and peered into the storm. He cast his eyes east toward the inn and then studied the dark, black sky. “Not now,” he growled and walked back into his office and slammed the door shut behind him. “The storm is too strong. I'll wait until tomorrow night and then attack. There's no rush anyway. John Minski isn't going anywhere.”
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      Momma Peach awoke and turned over in the warm bed and spotted Timmy cuddled up next to her back. “Sweet baby,” she whispered and pulled the bed covers up to Timmy's chin and smoothed out his pillow. “Momma Peach sure loves you.”

      Rosa leaned up on one elbow and looked at Momma Peach. “Power is out,” she moaned in a miserable voice. “Went out about ten minutes ago when I was in the bathroom.”

      Momma Peach put her hand over her mouth and yawned. “Mr. John said he has a powerful generator for such a situation,” she told Rosa and eased out of bed without Timmy noticing and aimed her body toward the bathroom. “I have gotta make a quick stop,” she told Rosa.

      Before Momma Peach could reach the bathroom, Sam knocked softly on the door. Momma Peach opened the door, spotted Sam wearing a heavy brown sweater, and said: “Good morning. Nice sweater. Be right back...bathroom.”

      Sam watched Momma Peach vanish into the dark bathroom. He stepped into the room and closed the door. “Good morning. How's Timmy?” he asked Rosa.

      Rosa cuddled up in the blankets on her bed and made a shivering sound. “Warmer than me.”

      Sam walked over to the window in the room and looked out. The world was covered in a complete white blanket of heavy, thick, and dangerous snow. Trees were down. Power lines were down. Nothing was moving except the howling winds and heavy falling snow. “We're trapped pretty good,” he said, looking at a row of parked vehicles, every one of them snowed in. “There's about two feet of snow on the ground right now and this storm is just clearing its throat.”

      “I hope Mr. Minski gets the power back on soon,” Rosa told Sam.

      Sam shifted his attention away from the snowed-in vehicles and focused on the truck stop across the street. He spotted lights on through the gloom of the storm. “Looks like Martha and Beth are doing okay. We'll head across the street for breakfast once everybody gets dressed.”

      Rosa felt her stomach growl a little at the thought of breakfast. “Well,” she said in a pained voice, “the food we brought back with us yesterday is all gone. Timmy was a very hungry kid. I guess we really don't have a choice.”

      Sam shifted his eyes to the few remaining semi-trucks parked next to the truck stop. The trucks were snowed in between tall drifts of snow. Each truck had its lights on, struggling to stay alive in order to keep its driver warm. “From the looks of it, the only people over at the truck stop are the few truckers who are parked over there.”

      Momma Peach walked out of the bathroom and spotted Sam standing next to the window. “Mr. Sam, you're up awful early,” she said and eyed the pitiful coffee pot sitting on the counter. “Shameful thing, yes sir and yes, ma’am.”

      Sam turned and looked at Momma Peach. “I wanted to talk to John,” he explained and motioned for Momma Peach to join him out in the hallway. Momma Peach grabbed her red coat, threw it on over her bright blue nightgown, slid on her bunny slippers, and followed Sam out into the hall.  “John was already up when I walked downstairs,” he told Momma Peach.

      Momma Peach eased the door closed to just a crack. “I have to keep an ear out in case my baby wakes up.”

      “Yeah,” Sam said and rubbed the back of his neck. Momma Peach gave him a worried eye. “Momma Peach, I had to talk to John about Timmy. This is his inn and we did find Timmy in his attic. For all we know the kid could be lying—”

      “That sweet little boy ain't lying—”

      Sam held up a gentle hand. “I know that, Momma Peach. The point I'm trying to make is that John needed to know. He could be liable since the kid was found here. The poor guy is already up to his neck in quicksand and the last thing he needs is to be slapped with a kidnapping charge.”

      Momma Peach sighed. Sam was right. “I wouldn't put it past Coplin and Morris to try and claim poor Mr. John took Timmy,” she agreed and glanced back over her shoulder. “So, what did Mr. John have to say?”

      “Not much,” Sam confessed. “He seemed very glad to hear that we intend to take Timmy back home with us. He didn't seem concerned that the boy was hiding in his attic and didn't seem to know the boy. He didn’t even hint at calling the local family services authorities in this area. All John said is that boys will be boys and if Timmy didn't like the home he was living in and wanted to go home with us, well, that was his choice.”

      “Mr. John is an old-timer,” Momma Peach reminded Sam. “He's not one of those special snowflakes floating around sucking their thumbs and waiting on every tiny little detail. Mr. John is a man who lost his legs in a war but still came out fighting with his arms, yes sir and yes, ma’am.”

      Sam nodded his head. “Yeah, he didn't seem too worried about Timmy. He said boys his age find their way in this world the hard way. I guess he's right.”

      Momma Peach folded her arms. “Mr. Sam, we're gonna have to call the local services and report Timmy, you know that, don't you?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I ain't leaving Mableville until that boy is in my full custody,” Momma Peach told Sam in a determined voice. “This here storm is putting a real damper on the business at hand, but there's no real rush. I guess it gives Timmy a few days to warm up to me.”

      “That boy is already calling you Momma,” Sam smiled. “I think he's warmed up to you.”

      “Well, when I call the authorities I want to be sure that my little Timothy won't think he's been betrayed and try to make a run for it.”

      Sam understood. “I didn't consider that,” he told Momma Peach. “You're a smart woman, let me tell you.”

      “Not smart enough to catch a killer,” Momma Peach frowned. She looked up and down the hallway. “No sign of Andy Pracks anywhere.” Momma Peach shook her head. “It sure was foolish to fall asleep last night, Mr. Sam. I should have stayed awake and kept watch.”

      “You were tired,” Sam told Momma Peach and rubbed her shoulder. “And Timmy was getting fussy and wouldn't go to sleep without you. Besides, I made a few rounds throughout the night.”

      Momma Peach studied Sam's tired eyes. “You need sleep, too, Mr. Sam.”

      “I can't sleep,” Sam explained. “I'm too worried about John. I kept expecting to go downstairs and find him dead, but each time I went downstairs last night, John was sitting in the lobby drinking coffee.”

      “He knows, then,” Momma Peach said in a worried voice. “Mr. John knows Andy Pracks is going to return to this here inn and try to kill him.”

      “Yeah, he does,” Sam agreed. “But what can the man do except keep watch, Momma Peach?” Sam motioned around with his hands. “Nothing is moving out there. We're trapped in a snow globe that's being shaken up and down.” Sam shook his head. “Andy Pracks has the upper hand...for now.”

      “You don’t think that ugly snake is going to try and strike anytime soon, though?”

      “Not in the daylight hours,” Sam explained. “Too many eyes are awake during the daylight hours. I think Andy Pracks will try and strike when night falls.”

      “You and I think alike,” Momma Peach said and tossed a thumb at the door. “Let me get dressed. I’ll meet you downstairs with everybody shortly.”

      Sam hesitated. “Momma Peach, we need to buy the boy some winter clothes. The clothes he has aren't fit for a stray dog. That storm outside will eat through his raggedy clothes and chew him alive. But I know that boy isn't going to leave your side, either. Where you go, he goes.”

      Momma Peach thought Sam was worrying over the cold of the storm at first and then her mind caught on to the actual worry. “Where Momma Peach goes, her baby goes...which means when Andy Pracks returns to this here inn and I tangle with him...Timmy will be involved.”

      Sam nodded his head. “I can wrap my coat around Timmy and keep him warm while we walk across the street, but I can't guarantee his safety if we go toe to toe with Andy Pracks.” Sam folded his arms. “You're a piece of steel, Momma Peach, and that boy is a magnet.”

      Momma Peach understood Sam's worry. “We're in a mess, aren't we, Mr. Sam?” she asked.

      Sam nodded his head. “A deep, ugly mess. We have a Vietnam veteran to save from a deadly killer and a lost child to protect...only John doesn't want our help and Timmy doesn't want to hold onto anyone but you.”

      Momma Peach rubbed her chin. “Well…first I am going to make sure my mind is sharp,” she promised. “I didn't feel sharp up there in Vermont, no sir and no, ma’am. I played my cards by ear and prayed for the best. But we sure hit a few tangles, didn't we?”

      “We sure did,” Sam replied. “But hey, we came out alright. We took down the bad guys.”

      “My girl Michelle took down the bad guys,” Momma Peach reminded Sam. “Michelle used her hands and feet to knock the teeth out of two ugly warthogs, Mr. Sam.”

      Sam leaned against the hallway wall. “Yeah, and I really didn't help matters much by deliberately letting myself get caught.” Sam shook his head. “I know we took down the bad guys, but I admit, I feel like we won the game by the skin of our teeth.”

      “We were caught in a storm, just like this one, playing it by ear,” Momma Peach told Sam. “Me and my babies have a lot of foul characters to fight with, too. But with that said,” Momma Peach added, “I sure ain't gonna play it by ear this time, no sir and no, ma’am.”

      “What do you suggest we do?” Sam asked. “All we can do, Momma Peach, is keep a close eye on John and wait for Andy Pracks to show up.”

      Momma Peach rubbed her chin again. “Baby,” she said, “there's always more than one way to skin yourself an ugly, smelly, old skunk.”

      Sam looked into Momma Peach's eyes and saw a plan forming. “Hey, what's going on in that head of yours?” he asked. “What kind of diabolical scheme are you forming?”

      “Let me get some hot coffee down along with some warm pancakes and then I’ll tell you, Mr. Sam. Now, go fetch me one of your sweaters to wrap Timmy in. That will have to do for warm clothing for now. It's going to be a cold walk across that street.”

      “You got it,” Sam said.

      Momma Peach smiled and walked back into her room. She found Timmy still asleep. “Rosa,” she said, “you might want to get up and move around some.”

      Rosa grabbed her warm bed covers. “Do I have to, Momma Peach?”

      “I’m afraid so.”

      Rosa moaned and slowly slid out from under the bed covers and stood up. “It's so cold,” she complained. “I think I'll go stand in a hot shower for, oh, a million years.”

      “I like the way you think, but right now it would be better if you just got dressed, as warm as possible.”

      Rosa sighed. “Okay, Momma Peach.”

      Momma Peach sat down on the edge of her bed and gently began caressing Timmy's cheek. “Baby...baby? Baby boy...it's time to open those pretty eyes and leave dreamland.”

      Timmy stirred and then slowly opened his sleepy eyes. When he saw Momma Peach a big smile touched his face. “You're still here, Momma. I thought for sure it was a dream.”

      “No, I ain't going nowhere,” Momma Peach assured the little boy and softly kissed the tip of his nose. “We're going to walk across the street and get us some breakfast, okay?”

      Timmy listened to the winds howling outside. “Do we have to go outside, Momma?” he asked in a fearful voice. “It's so cold and scary outside.”

      “I'm afraid so,” Momma Peach told Timmy and ran her fingers through his messy hair. “Ah, your hair feels clean and soft now and your face is cleaner than a shiny whistle. It would be a shame to hide you away in this room and not be able to show the world how handsome you are.”

      “You are a handsome little boy,” Rosa smiled at Timmy, hoping to help Momma Peach convince the boy into going outside.

      Timmy leaned up and looked at Rosa. “Rosa, are you going outside, too?” he asked in a hopeful voice. “Please come with me.”

      Rosa stared at Timmy in shock. The little boy was quickly attaching himself to her. She was not sure why, but she was touched by his trusting manner. “Uh, sure, I'm going with the group,” Rosa promised and looked at Momma Peach. Momma Peach smiled. “I need to get dressed, okay?”

      “Okay,” Timmy smiled. He watched Rosa grab a heavy blue sweater and a warm brown dress and vanish into the bathroom.

      “Now, let's get you dressed,” Momma Peach said and looked at Timmy's raggedy clothes lying on a chair with worried eyes. “Baby, as soon as this storm ends I am going to get you some new clothes.”

      Timmy raised his eyes up to Momma Peach. “I would like that,” he said and pointed at the t-shirt Sam had given him to sleep in. “This shirt is comfy, but I don't think it fits, Momma.”

      “No, Mr. Sam is a tad bit larger than you,” Momma Peach smiled and kissed Timmy on his forehead. “Now, let's get you dressed.”

      Across the hall, Sam dug through his suitcase and found a sweater to wrap Timmy in. “This should do it,” he said and began to leave his room. But then his cell phone rang. He checked the incoming call and smiled. “Michelle,” he exclaimed, “how is China?”

      “I'm not sure how to answer that,” Michelle told Sam. Sam heard the sounds of taxi cabs honking their horns on busy streets. “Sam, is everything okay? I woke up with a bad feeling this morning. I know I promised Momma Peach I wouldn't shadow her while I'm away, but I can't shake this bad feeling that's eating away in my gut.”

      “Are you sure it isn't the food?” Sam tried to joke.

      “Very funny,” Michelle told Sam. She paused and said a few words to someone else and Sam heard Able in the background discussing the menus at restaurants on the street. “Sam, is everything okay? Are you guys still on your way to that island?”

      Sam tossed the sweater he was holding down onto his bed. “Michelle, we've been delayed,” he said with a sigh.

      Michelle closed her eyes. “I'm all ears, Sam,” she said and waited for the other shoe to drop.
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        * * *

      

      “Oh, give me strength, give me strength,” Momma Peach cried as she worked her short little legs through the high snow. “I am going to turn into a popsicle!”

      Sam shielded his eyes from the icy winds and searched for the truck stop. “Wind is getting stronger,” he yelled, the falling snow crashing into his face like little pieces of broken glass. “Timothy, how are you doing, son?”

      Timmy was holding Momma Peach's left hand and Rosa's right hand. He felt mighty silly wearing a sweater and two bathrobes over his coat, but Momma Peach had insisted. “I'm okay,” he called out in a chattering voice, “b-but my feet are r-really c-c-cold.”

      Sam lowered his hand, stopped walking, and, without saying a word, scooped Timmy up into his arms. “Let Old Sam carry you, huh?”

      Timmy looked into Sam's half-frozen face and his gruff but warm eyes and then wrapped his arms around the man's neck. “Okay,” he said, feeling safe. Sam wasn't a bad man. As a matter of fact, the little boy felt sure that Sam was the type of good guy who would fight it out with outlaws at high noon, if he had to. “Thanks, Mr. Sam, sir.”

      “Anytime,” Sam told Timmy and began working his way through the snow drifts again.

      “Carry Momma Peach, too, Mr. Sam,” Momma Peach begged. “Oh, give me strength, give me strength, I am going to look like a yeti’s cousin before we get there.”

      Rosa cradled her arms together and tucked her head down. “Sam, your island is sounding very nice right now!”

      “Warm, sunny beaches...palm trees...blue skies and soft waves...” Momma Peach moaned, “yeah, I could handle that. Rosa, let’s you and me keep imagining it. Maybe it will help us get through this mighty storm.”

      Timmy hugged Sam's neck and tucked his face down. Sam put his left hand on Timmy's head. “Not much further, son,” Sam promised and worked his way across the street.

      “Warm beaches...palm trees...blue skies...soft waves...” Momma Peach gritted out as she struggled through a drift of snow and nearly didn't make it out, “oh, I can surely dig that scene, yes sir and yes, ma’am!”

      “I'd settle for a sunburn right about now, Momma Peach,” Rosa joked over the cruel winds. “Maybe I should have gone to Mexico with my grandparents after all...well, at least for a vacation.”

      Sam focused on the truck stop and forced his body to work. He trudged through the high snow one difficult step at a time and didn't stop until he reached the front door of the truck stop. “Here we are,” he told Timmy and carefully put the boy down. Timmy hurried to open the front door and rushed inside. Sam moved aside and pulled Momma Peach and Rosa into the warm building and then stepped inside himself only to be greeted by the sight of Andy Pracks sitting at a table sipping coffee and reading a newspaper.

      Momma Peach grabbed Timmy and yanked the boy behind her. “The snake has been watching the inn,” she whispered fiercely to Sam.

      Sam nodded his head. He watched Andy lower the newspaper he was reading and look at them. “Is there a problem?” Andy asked in a cold voice.

      “You tell me,” Sam said, speaking over the jukebox. Clint Black was singing about killing time for a couple of snowed-in, bored truckers sitting at the front counter eating breakfast and grousing about the storm.

      Andy glared at Sam. “Stay out of my business and I'll stay out of yours,” he told Sam in a tone that sent chills down Momma Peach's spine.

      “John Minski is my business, pal,” Sam fired back in a voice that let Momma Peach know there was surely going to be a fight. “You better get that through your thick skull, too.”

      Andy put down the newspaper he was holding and slowly stood up. “Is that so?” he asked Sam and brushed a few wrinkles out of his gray suit. “Maybe it's time you learn exactly who you're speaking to.”

      “Maybe it is,” Sam agreed and took a step forward. “Momma Peach, take Timmy and Rosa and go stand at the front counter.”

      Momma Peach hesitated and then did as Sam ordered. “Timmy,” she whispered, “listen to Momma. If you see me run to help Sam, you stay right here with Rosa, do you hear me?”

      Timmy watched Sam take off his coat and drop it down onto a chair. “Is Sam going to fight that man?” he asked.

      “I'm afraid so.”

      “I've seen that man,” Timmy whispered. “He's real mean.”

      Andy shot a sharp eye at Timmy and then focused on Sam. “You're going to end up real hurt,” he promised and then, with one swift motion, threw a hard front kick at Sam. The kick caught Sam in his chest and knocked him backward. Sam tripped over a chair and crashed down to the floor. “Weak,” Andy hissed.

      Sam shook off the pain crushing his chest, grabbed the chair he had tripped over, leaned up onto one knee, and waited for Andy. When Andy drew close enough, he jumped to his feet, gripping the chair by its back, and smashed the chair over the man's head. Andy, shocked by Sam's fierce attack, dropped down to the floor and grabbed his head, dazed. After a moment, he slowly forced his body back up into a standing position. “I hope that hurt,” Sam said spitefully, spotting a thin stream of blood beginning to trickle down Andy's forehead.

      “You're going to pay for that,” Andy promised. In the corner of his eyes, he saw the two truckers stand up and look at him. Both truckers were huge and looked like they had tangled with some sour street dogs in their day. “This is between me and him!” Andy yelled at the truckers. “You do not want to make this your fight.”

      Sam held up his right hand. “It's okay, guys, this is a personal fight.”

      “No offense, mister,” one of the truckers said, “that fella looks younger than you and in better shape. It doesn't look like a fair fight to me.”

      Before Sam could reply, Martha came bursting out of the kitchen with a shotgun in her hand. She pointed the shotgun straight at Andy. “You get out of here!” she yelled. “I was wrong to let you in here to begin with. Now get!”

      Andy growled under his breath. “You're making a horrible mistake,” he told Martha.

      “You're the mistake,” Martha said between gritted teeth. “You work for Coplin and Morris...you help those awful men destroy everything that's good in this town. Why I even let you in here is a mystery to me…you're a no-good rat that somebody ought to have killed long ago. No get out of here before I fix that mistake and fill you full of buckshot.”

      Andy stared at Martha. “This town will belong to Mr. Coplin and Mr. Morris, not you, you backwoods hillbilly hick. They have important plans for this town and no one is going to disrupt those plans, especially not the likes of you.”

      “Mister,” the trucker who had spoken to Sam said, “you heard the woman. You better get out of here before you make me and my friend real mad. You don't want to see us real mad, either.”

      Momma Peach watched the two truckers take a step toward Andy. She saw Andy begin to reach for his right pocket. “Oh no, you don't!” she yelled and launched forward with her pocketbook swinging and began to beat Andy over the head. “Take that, you low-down, filthy vermin!”

      Andy backed up to the front door, shielding his head with his arms. Before he could push Momma Peach away, he was met by a hard punch to the jaw, courtesy of Sam. Andy stumbled back against the front door, pushed it open, and crashed down onto the snow. When he looked up he saw Martha aiming her shotgun at him. “Get!” she yelled and fired a warning shot into the icy air.

      Sam grabbed a thick black coat off the rack that looked like Andy’s, along with a pair of snow boots, and threw them out into the snow. “If you harm John Minski I'll dedicate my life to hunting you down,” he warned Andy.

      Andy rubbed his nose, looked at the blood that was dripping onto his hand, and then crawled to his feet. He locked eyes with Sam. “Two is better than one,” he promised. He grabbed his coat and snow boots and walked off into the storm.

      Sam kept his eyes on Andy. He watched the man walk to a gray snowmobile, climb on, and speed away. “Now where did he get a snowmobile?” he asked as he closed the front door.

      Momma Peach walked over to Martha and hugged the woman. “Oh, don't I love you, Martha,” she said.

      Martha lowered the shotgun in her hands and hugged Momma Peach back. “You weren't so bad yourself, Momma Peach. You're real lethal with that pocketbook of yours.”

      “Not as lethal as you and your shotgun,” Momma Peach chuckled. She looked at the two truckers, walked up to them, gave each man a big hug, and thanked them for backing the right people in the fight. “I won't ever forget my heroes,” she promised. “Now you sit right back down and enjoy your breakfast.” The two truckers smiled and returned to their breakfast. Momma Peach plunked down a fifty-dollar bill at the till and told Martha to make sure the truckers did not have to pay a dime for their breakfast that day.

      “Where did he get a snowmobile?” Sam asked himself again, walking over to Rosa and Timmy. “Are you two okay?”

      “You hit that man so hard he fell outside,” Rosa said in an impressed voice. “I didn't know you had it in you, Sam.”

      Sam rubbed his right hand and looked at Timmy. “Fighting is never the answer to anything. But sometimes, in life, you have to stand up to a bully.”

      Timmy stared at Sam. “The mean man kicked you. Are you okay?”

      Sam rubbed his chest. “I'll be sore for a bit, but yeah, Old Sam is okay,” he smiled and ruffled the boy’s hair. “Now, you two go sit down, okay?”

      Rosa took Timmy over to the same table where they had sat the day before. Sam walked over to Momma Peach. “Andy Pracks drove away on a snowmobile,” he said. “Where did the man get a snowmobile? This is Tennessee, Momma Peach, not Alaska.”

      Momma Peach tossed a thumb at Timothy. “This precious little boy said he's seen that evil snake before, Mr. Sam. I saw the way that snake looked at my Timmy. That snake recognized my baby. Now we have ourselves another problem. Now, I don't know where that snake got his snowmobile, but what I do know is that he has the ability to slither about wherever he wants. And that, Mr. Sam, is a real big problem.”

      Sam rubbed his aching chest again. He looked at Timmy and saw the boy staring out the front window. “Martha, can you bring us two hot cocoas and two hot coffees and four breakfast plates, please?” he asked.

      “Sure thing, hon,” Martha said. “Beth is in the kitchen cooking up a storm. We're not sure how long the generator is going to hold out, so she's cooking up as much food as she can. I told her the food will keep even if the generator goes, because how cold it is, but Beth has a mind of her own,” Martha finished and wandered away into the kitchen to put away her shotgun.

      “Momma Peach,” Sam said and pulled her closer to the jukebox to hide his voice, “why would a man like Andy Pracks have a snowmobile?”

      Momma Peach rubbed her chin. “I think that snake monitored the weather and prepared to use this here storm to his advantage.”

      Sam nodded his head. “Me too, but there has to be more. I mean, let's face it, Momma Peach, a man like Andy Pracks can kill John anytime he wants.” Sam leaned against the jukebox and rubbed his chest again. “I have a bad feeling, Momma Peach, that Coplin and Morris have a dangerous card up their sleeve that they're going to play while this storm is raging all around us.”

      Momma Peach reached out and touched Sam's chest. “How bad did that awful rat hurt you, Mr. Sam?” she asked in a worried voice.

      “He kicked me pretty hard,” Sam confessed. “I feel like my chest is about to cave in on me.”

      “You better sit down.”

      Sam shook his head. “Let me stand up and shake it off,” he said. “Momma Peach, I'm an old desert cowboy. I’ve known plenty of ornery horses and so I’ve taken a kick or two in my day.” Sam looked at Rosa and Timmy and then back to Momma Peach. “Few years ago, I was replacing a beam in the ceiling of the restaurant in my town. I'm not sure what happened, but somehow the old beam broke from the ceiling and landed right on my chest...right where Andy kicked me. Boy, I thought I was a goner. I went around for a few days feeling like my chest was going to cave in. Thought I’d broken a rib, but it was just an awful mess of bruises and a bit of a sprain. Eventually, I healed up.”

      “Old Sam is a tough old fart,” Momma Peach told Sam and patted his chest gently. “But Mr. Sam, Andy Pracks is a killer, so promise me you won't tangle with him anymore. Next time...just shoot the snake dead, okay? Because I sure don't want to lose you.”

      “I promise,” Sam assured Momma Peach and then said in a pained voice: “I guess I'll have to shoot that snake dead because I sure can't take him in a fight. Today sure proved that.”

      Momma Peach looked at Sam and studied his face. “Andy Pracks isn't going to take being thrown out of this truck stop lightly, Mr. Sam. He’s going to attack with full force.”

      “Yep,” Sam agreed and drew in a deep breath. “I'm not as young as I used to be...my mind keeps telling me I am, but my old bones remind me that I'm an old fart.” Sam bit down on his lower lip and smiled wryly. “Momma Peach, we're going to have to use our brains and outsmart this snake.”

      Momma Peach nodded her head toward the little boy who sat with Rosa at the table some distance away. “We're going to have to be quick about using our brains, Mr. Sam, because I am afraid my Timmy saw Andy Pracks kill William Krayton.”

      Sam looked at Timmy. “Really?” he asked.

      Momma Peach slowly folded her arms together. “I think my little Timmy was hiding in the attic for more reasons than he's telling me.”

      Sam continued to stare at Timmy. The little boy was looking out into the snow with a scared expression on his face. “Hey, Rosa,” he called out, “why don't you and Timmy take a seat over here next to the wall, okay? It’s warmer over here.” Rosa gave Sam a strange look but did as asked.

      Momma Peach leaned against the jukebox and watched Rosa and Timmy switch tables. “Give me strength,” she whispered in a scared voice and listened to Conway Twitty and Loretta Lynn begin singing about knowing the rumors were wrong as soon as they picked up the phone. It was a sad, lonesome song that matched the sad, lonesome storm outside.

      Outside, the snow whirled against the windowpanes as the storm howled on, as if hungry for destruction and ruin. Across the street at the inn, John sat close to the front door with his gun tucked into the pocket of his jacket, waiting. Waiting for his war to begin.
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      “Well,” Momma Peach said and made a big old happy face, “my belly is now content and I’m ready to face the day.”

      Sam watched Momma Peach drain her coffee cup and then pat her belly. Momma Peach was now ready for action. But the action in question was something he could do without. “It's nice sitting here drinking coffee,” he said and moved his eyes to the front windows. “I'm not anxious to go back out in that storm, though.”

      Timmy looked down at a half-eaten plate of syrupy pancakes, scrambled eggs, turkey sausage and hash browns. A half-eaten biscuit and bowl of pepper gravy sat off to the side of his plate next to a glass of orange juice. “Momma, my belly is full,” he said, his eyes wide. “Please don't get mad at me, but I can't eat anymore. I'm still full from all the food I ate last night.”

      Momma Peach reached over and rubbed Timmy's belly. She made a serious face and pretended to be a doctor checking on a serious condition. “Uh-huh...I see...is that so, Mr. Belly? Okay...sure enough.”

      “What?” Timmy asked, alarmed.

      Momma Peach rubbed her nose against Timmy's. “Your belly said it was very, very full and asked me to save this here food for later.”

      “Oh...okay, yeah, sure,” Timmy beamed, relieved. “I'm sure I'll be hungry later.”

      Rosa pushed her plate away and picked up a mug of hot cocoa. “I'm stuffed,” she said and accidentally let out a little burp. “Oh, excuse me,” she blushed.

      Momma Peach chuckled. “Better to let it out and bear the shame than keep it in and feel the pain.”

      Timmy laughed. “That's a rhyme, Momma. I like that.”

      “You bet,” Momma Peach smiled. She looked into Timothy's sweet face. The boy's face was still far too thin for her liking; his eyes were still scared and uncertain, even though they glowed with hope whenever he looked at Momma Peach. “Oh, I am gonna have to give you a great deal of loving, yes sir and yes, ma’am.”

      Sam rubbed the back of his neck. “Timmy,” he said in a calm but serious voice, “son, we need to talk about something, okay?”

      Timmy frowned. “Momma?”

      Momma Peach gazed into Sam's eyes, read his thoughts, and sighed. “Baby,” she said and looked at Timmy, “Momma is kinda in a bad situation here. You see, I want to take my Timmy home with me—and by all means I will do it, too—but my Timmy has run away from the foster family he was staying with, which means—”

      “The Fowlers will be looking for me. Yeah, I know,” Timmy said in an upset voice. “I figured you would have to call and report me.” Timmy looked up at Momma Peach with pleading, desperate eyes. “Momma, don't let Mr. and Mrs. Fowler take me back. Please,” he begged.

      “Oh, baby,” Momma Peach said and pulled Timmy into her lap and wrapped her arms around him, “I am not going to let anyone take you from me. Especially not someone who, as you told us, hits you and treats you no better than an animal. But this old world has laws, baby...laws we have to follow or get into a load of trouble. So I am going to have to call this Mrs. Fowler and tell her that I want to adopt you as my own.”

      Timmy looked into Momma Peach's eyes. “Really? You really want to adopt me as your own?” he asked as little tears began to fall out of his worried, disbelieving eyes.

      “Now don't you go to crying, or you'll make me start bawling like a baby,” Momma Peach begged. She wiped Timmy's tears away and kissed his nose. “I am going to make you a promise here and now.”

      “Really?”

      Momma Peach nodded her head. “I promise that I am going to take my Timmy home with me and raise you as my own.” Momma Peach pointed at Sam. “Mr. Sam here,” she said and then pointed at Rosa, “and Rosa are going to help raise you, too. Plus,” she smiled, “there's Millie, Mandy and...well, Old Joe.” Momma Peach made a pained face. “Oh, please don't let that old back-alley cat try and teach this baby how to play cards and shoot pool. Just trust me and don’t listen to everything Old Joe says, okay? You’ll understand one day.”

      Timmy stared at Momma Peach and found truth in her eyes. “I trust you, Momma.”

      Sam picked up a brown coffee cup and sipped his coffee. “Timmy,” he said, carefully changing the subject now that Timmy had accepted that Mrs. Fowler had to be called, “you said that you saw the man I got into a fight with. When did you see him and where?”

      “First,” Momma Peach said and set Timmy back down in his chair, “before you answer Mr. Sam, can you tell me when you went into the attic where we found you last night? You said you wandered into Mr. John's inn, but you never said when.”

      Timmy looked down at his little hands and then back up at Momma Peach. “Well...I ran away yesterday morning.” Timmy glanced around and then looked back down at his hands. “Mrs. Fowler took me to this truck stop to eat once...I ran here because I was gonna ask a trucker to drive me to Florida. I saw it in a movie once, I thought the ocean looked real pretty there. But then I saw a cop car and got real scared, so I ran into the hotel instead.”

      “Is that where you saw the man I got into a fight with?” Sam asked.

      Timmy nodded his head. “When I went into the hotel I didn't see anyone around…but I did see donuts next to a coffee pot and ran over to get me one. But then I heard the front door start to open and got real scared. I thought a cop was coming to get me, so I opened up the cabinet under the coffee pot and climbed inside. Please don’t be mad—I didn’t steal the donut, honest. The sign said they were free.”

      “It's okay,” Momma Peach said, noticing Timmy becoming tense, “You’re not in trouble for anything at all, I don’t care if you stole a dozen donuts. Momma Peach is right here. You just keep on talking. No one is going to fuss at you.”

      Timmy fiddled with his hands. “I heard loud voices and watched through the crack between the two cabinet doors. I saw the man that kicked Sam yelling at another man...another man who looked a lot like him. You know—fancy clothes?”

      Sam nodded. “What were the two men arguing about, son?” Sam asked.

      “The man who kicked you was telling the other man to go and shoot someone, but the other man wouldn't do it...he kinda seemed confused because he kept saying he thought they had come back to offer a man named John more money…and then...” Timmy closed his eyes. “Then...the man who kicked Sam pulled out a gun and shot the other man in his back...” Timmy grabbed Momma Peach's hand and she curled an arm protectively around his narrow shoulders. “I was so scared I didn’t know what to do. I heard cars in the parking lot, so I couldn’t run out the door…instead I ran upstairs, all the way up the highest floor. I...went up into the attic and hid.”

      “You were mighty scared when we found you last night,” Momma Peach told Timmy, “don't be too hard on yourself. You did the right thing to tell us, even if it’s confusing.”

      Rosa stared at Timmy. She couldn't imagine the horror the little boy had seen with his own eyes. Seeing a man shot dead at such a tender young age had to be terrifying. “You poor thing,” she said. “You have no family—”

      “Had no family,” Momma Peach corrected Rosa.

      “Had no family,” Rosa agreed. “You get thrown into one horrible foster home after another and then you see a man shot dead.” Rosa stood up, walked over to Timmy, and hugged him. “Well, from here on out your big sister is going to take good care of you.”

      “Big sister?” Timmy asked.

      Rosa nodded her head. “You better believe it,” she smiled and hugged Timmy even tighter. “You're my brother, kiddo. And you just wait, we're gonna do all kinds of fun stuff together. We're gonna go on picnics, go swimming, take hikes, go roller skating, all kinds of fun stuff.”

      Timmy beamed. “Really?”

      “Yes,” Rosa promised and pointed at Sam. “We'll even ride an elephant.”

      “An elephant?” Timmy asked, confused.

      Rosa giggled. “Mr. Sam owns a lot of land back in Georgia where we all live,” she explained. “He has a beautiful elephant on his land, too.”

      “Wow, an elephant,” Timmy said, amazed. “Sam, can we ride your elephant as soon as we get there? Can we, please?”

      “Well, we'll wait and see what Millie says,” Sam smiled and patted Timmy's hand. “But I'm sure in time we'll figure out something.”

      Timmy beamed with excitement. “An elephant...wow,” he said. “Momma, can I ride the elephant?”

      “In time,” Momma Peach promised. “But first we have to handle the situation we're in.”

      “You have to call Mrs. Fowler,” Timmy said in a miserable voice.

      “Yes, but not today,” Momma Peach explained. “I’m not calling anyone until the man Mr. Sam punched in the nose is put on ice.”

      Sam heard Martha open the kitchen door and hurry up to the table carrying a large bag of food. “There's eight to-go plates,” Martha explained. “This should get you through lunch and supper and save you a couple of trips over here in these conditions. I worry about y’all crossing that street in this horrible storm.”

      Sam reached into his back pocket and began to pull out his wallet. “How much do we—”

      “Not a penny,” Martha told Sam and set the large bag down on the table. “Beth has cooked up more food than we can handle, and we need to get that food served. Mr. Brown is sure gonna put up a fuss, but that's life and he'll just have to get over it.”

      Sam smiled, whipped out five twenties, and placed them down on the table. “Your tip,” he told Martha.

      Momma Peach reached into her pocketbook and pulled out as many twenty-dollar bills as she could find and handed them to Martha. “An extra tip from some mighty grateful people.”

      “I...oh my,” Martha said, “thank you so much.” Martha looked at Timmy. “Since you're being so kind, allow me to return the favor.”

      Momma Peach patted the large bag. “Surely you've been kind enough.”

      “Well, let me help you out at least a little,” Martha said. She looked at Timmy. “Greg Corks was in this truck stop yesterday looking for a missing boy that matches Timmy's description,” Martha explained. “But the shooting that took place across the street put a damper on his search...and that storm outside sure didn't help matters none, either.”

      “Don't let the cops take me, Momma,” Timmy begged.

      Momma Peach took Timmy's right hand. “Oh, Ms. Martha is just telling us that some worried folks are looking for you, that's all. There's nothing to be afraid of.”

      “And don't you worry one little bit,” Martha promised Timmy, “because Old Martha isn't going to call anyone. Momma Peach will take care of you, okay?”

      Timmy nodded his head. “Okay.”

      “Well,” Sam said and drained his coffee, “if we can bug you for two hot coffees and two hot cocoas to go, we'll be on our way.”

      “Four hot drinks for the road, coming right up,” Martha promised and hurried back into the kitchen.

      Sam stood up and rubbed his chest. “I feel better already,” he said in a relieved voice.

      Rosa walked over to her chair and grabbed her coat. “Well, we better prepare ourselves for another stroll in the snow,” she said in a miserable voice and listened to the winds howl and scream outside.

      Momma Peach stood up and looked down at Timmy. Before she could tell the boy to stay cuddled up against her one of the truckers who had helped them earlier yanked open the front door, hurried inside, stomped snow off his boots, and walked up to Momma Peach carrying a sizeable plastic bag. “My nephew is about that little boy's age,” he said and pointed at Timmy. “It's his birthday next week. I told him we’d go snow tubing in Colorado.” The trucker reached into the plastic bag and pulled out a warm blue and red ski suit along with a pair of black snow boots. “I got him this ski suit as a present, but truthfully, he already has a good set to wear and it looks like this little fella could use it more. Consider it my thanks.”

      Timmy looked up at the large trucker who resembled a grizzly bear. Beyond the rough beard, fat belly and mean face he saw a kind and gentle man who drove trucks for a living. The trucker smiled and handed the little boy the bag with the ski suit and snow boots. “Wow, thanks,” Timmy said, stunned.

      “Anytime, champ,” the trucker told Timmy and rubbed his head. “There’s gloves in there, too. Well, if you folks will excuse me, I need to use the bathroom.”

      Sam reached out and shook the trucker’s hand. “Thank you, sir. I mean it. Thanks a lot.”

      “Anytime,” the trucker told Sam with a shy smile and began to walk away.

      “Wait just a second,” Momma Peach ordered the trucker. She ran over to him, wrapped her arms around his waist, and gave him a big hug. “Don't I love your selfless kindness,” she said. “Just when I feel like hate is winning in this old world, men like you shine bright.”

      The trucker wrapped his large arms around Momma Peach, hugged her back, and then—to everyone's surprise—kissed the top of her head. “Take care of that little one,” he smiled and wandered off to the bathroom.

      Momma Peach smiled from ear to ear and then focused on Timmy. “Let's get you into that ski suit,” she said.

      “Okay,” Timmy said in an excited voice. Momma Peach began helping Timmy into the warm snowsuit and boots. The task was more difficult than she realized. By the time she had helped Timmy into the bulky suit and tied the black ski boots tightly, she was worn out. “Momma?” Timmy asked worriedly.

      “Momma Peach...is fine,” Momma Peach said, breathing hard and wiping sweat off her forehead. “Goodness...just give me...a second.”

      Sam patted Momma Peach on her shoulder. “Get used to it,” he smiled.

      Momma Peach drew in a deep breath. “Mr. Sam, where we live, a ski suit isn't needed, and I know my little Timmy can dress himself...and thank goodness for all of that because I couldn't spend my life putting ski suits on little boys.”

      Rosa grinned. “You did just fine, Momma Peach. Timmy looks...dashing.”

      “Really?” Timmy asked. “I feel really warm.”

      “Good,” Momma Peach said and put on her red coat. “Mr. Sam, will you grab the food?”

      “Sure thing,” Sam said and grabbed the bag full of food and walked over to the front door and stopped. “Momma Peach, what are we going to do about John?” he asked in a desperate voice. “He's sitting over there waiting to shoot it out with a killer.”

      Momma Peach walked up next to Sam and took his hand. “Mr. Sam, leave everything to me because I’m sharpening my mind on a whole bunch of thoughts.” Momma Peach looked over her shoulder and saw Timmy walking up with Rosa and then saw Martha hurrying out of the kitchen with the coffee and hot cocoa. “Right now, we're going to take it one step at a time, Mr. Sam,” she said, “because we have two precious babies to protect.”

      Sam nodded his head and waited for Martha to hand Momma Peach their drinks.
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        * * *

      

      Timmy didn't mind stepping out into the storm this time. He was wearing an awesome snow suit that kept his body warm and thick black boots that covered his worn-down sneakers. He felt protected and safe, like the warmth was his armor. He was a soldier on a mission, deep behind enemy lines, trapped in a blizzard. The frozen buildings that surrounded him turned into bunkers, all the snow-covered trees swaying back and forth in the wind turned into enemy watchtowers, and the snow itself—thick and unforgiving—became enemy territory.

      Timmy turned around and spotted a few semi-trucks parked beside the truck stop and squinted his eyes: they could be enemy tanks. He then looked across the street at the snow-covered inn: it was home base, and they were under attack by the enemy. Yes, he was deep inside enemy territory. But he wasn't alone. No way. He had three other cold but dependable soldiers at his side: Private Rosa, Sergeant Sam, and Colonel Momma Peach. Together, Timmy told himself, they would defeat the enemy and come out of the war as heroes. “Right, Momma?” he asked and looked up at Momma Peach's frozen face.

      “Huh?” Momma Peach asked. “Momma didn't hear you. I’m too busy keeping the wind off my face, my goodness.”

      “We're going to defeat the enemy, aren't we?” Timmy asked, trudging across the street beside Momma Peach.

      Momma Peach spotted a group of brave people leaving the inn. She watched the group turn their attention to the truck stop, talk among themselves for a second, and then start out across the street in a single line. “Is that restaurant open?” a man in his late twenties yelled over the wind, hoping his voice would reach either Sam or Momma Peach. The poor man was dressed in a flimsy overcoat that was useless against the cold.

      “Yeah,” Sam yelled back and tossed a thumb over his shoulder. “Tell Martha we sent you.”

      The man turned and waved at the people behind him. “Restaurant is open!” he yelled. The group of people let out a loud cheer and hustled through the deep snow drifts with purpose.

      “Poor Martha is going to be jumping, but at least all the food Beth cooked won't go to waste,” Momma Peach said and hurried to the front door of the inn and stepped inside. John was at the coffee station making a fresh pot of coffee. “Hello, Mr. John,” Momma Peach said and began stomping snow off her feet on the sturdy mat. “Mighty snowy outside, yes sir and yes, ma’am.”

      John didn't acknowledge Momma Peach. He was lost in his thoughts. But when he saw Sam walk inside he nodded his head. “Need a favor, Sam.”

      “Whatever I can,” Sam said and waited for Rosa to step inside and then pulled the front door closed. “Glad to see the power is on.”

      “I got the generator going, which don't help me much. My housekeepers can't make it in today. Guests are demanding fresh towels and toilet paper,” John explained. “Maybe you can help me run a few things upstairs? I can use the back elevator to get myself up to the second floor and make the rounds, but I prefer to stay down here in the lobby…” John looked at Momma Peach and realized he failed to say hello to her. “I’m sorry…did you say something when you came in, Momma Peach? I didn't hear you...I was chewing over how to get my guests to stop their bellyaching.”

      Momma Peach walked over to the coffee station and set her paper cup of coffee from the diner down on the counter. “Never mind all that, Mr. John,” Momma Peach said in a serious voice. “Andy Pracks was over at the truck stop when we got there. Mr. Sam tangled with him.”

      John shook his head. “Sam, I told you to mind your own business,” he snapped. “This is my fight, do you hear me?”

      “This is our fight,” Sam snapped back, standing up straighter. “John, whether you accept it or not, Andy Pracks is my enemy now, too. I don’t take kindly to men who think it their place to threaten good, honest businessmen like yourself. I’ll have you know I smashed a chair over his head and punched him in the nose. He's not likely to overlook my actions.” Sam pointed a finger at John and then at himself. “Andy Pracks knows that your fight is my fight, John, and I'm not about to back down, do you hear me?”

      “Your fight is our fight,” Momma Peach repeated to John and nodded her head at Timmy. “See that little child standing over there?”

      John looked at Timmy. “Sam told me about him. I ain't gonna report him being here. A boy has a right to make up his own mind where he wants to be.”

      “Well,” Momma Peach told John, “it's a good thing you believe that, because that little boy saw Andy Pracks shoot and kill William Krayton.”

      “What?” John asked. The color drained from his face.

      Momma Peach nodded her head and pulled open a cabinet door under the coffee station. She peered inside. It was roomy and deep, perfect for a child to climb in and hide. “Timothy, honey, you were hiding right under here, right?” Momma Peach asked Timmy. “Come on over and tell Mr. John what you told us.”

      Timmy stared at John’s serious expression and then nervously stepped forward. “Yes, ma’am,” he said in a scared voice, “I hid right next to that box right there.” Timmy pointed to a box of coffee and then looked at John. “I hid because…I’m sorry, sir, I was so hungry, and I took a donut, and I thought they were coming to get me. But it wasn’t the cops coming. It was two men who walked in...they were quiet at first but then they began yelling at each other, real mean. One of the men started ordering the other man to...to shoot you...but the other man refused.” Timmy looked down at his feet. “I watched through the crack between the doors...and that's when I saw one of them shoot the other one in the back.”

      “I'll be,” John said, completely floored. “You saw Andy Pracks shoot and kill William Krayton.” Timmy nodded his head, sad but brave. “We have a witness.”

      “When the man left I crawled out from under the counter and ran upstairs.” Timmy looked up at Momma Peach. “Momma, I forgot to tell you something...”

      “What is it?” Momma Peach asked.

      Timmy kept his eyes low. “When I ran in here...after I saw the cop at the truck stop...well, I ran past one of them fancy long cars parked out front.”

      “You mean a limousine?” Rosa asked.

      Timmy shrugged his shoulders. “I dunno if that’s what you might call the fancy car I saw.”

      “So Andy Pracks could have spotted you running in here,” Sam said and rubbed the back of his neck. “And then the snake sees you with us…”

      Momma Peach bent down and gently touched Timmy's shoulder. “Did the man Mr. Sam punched in the nose see you? Now think real hard.”

      “No way,” Timmy said, shaking his head vehemently. “I skedaddled upstairs faster than a cat that got its tail stepped on.”

      Momma Peach studied Timmy's eyes. “I know you are telling the truth,” she smiled. “You did right to tell us everything.”

      “Yeah,” Sam agreed, “Timmy, this is good information. If Andy Pracks had seen Timmy down here after he shot William Krayton, he surely would have gone after him.”

      “I promise nobody saw me,” Timmy told Momma Peach.

      “We believe you, boy,” John said and patted his lap. “Come here.”

      “It's okay,” Momma Peach assured Timmy.

      Timmy walked over to John. “Crawl up here, son.” Timmy looked at Momma Peach. Momma Peach nodded her head. Timmy drew in a deep breath and crawled up onto John's knee in the wheelchair. John put a warm, loving arm around him. “Now you listen to me, okay?”

      “Okay.”

      “See that door back behind the counter?” John pointed to a closed wooden door.

      “Yes, sir.”

      “That door leads to my living quarters,” John explained. “And inside my living quarters are lots and lots of donuts, as many as you can possibly eat.”

      “Really?” Timmy asked.

      John nodded his head. “There's also a television set and one of them confusing game systems my grandson plays when he comes to visit. And,” John added, “there is lots of ice cream in my freezer. I like ice cream, even in the winter. Do you like ice cream?” Timmy nodded his head up and down. “Good,” John finished in a gruff but gentle voice. He smiled and looked at Sam and Momma Peach and then focused his attention on Rosa. “Rosa?”

      Rosa was shocked that John remembered her name. “Yes, sir?”

      John held out his hand. “Come here.” Rosa walked over to John and took his hand. “Take young Timothy and go into my living quarters and stay there until we come for you. I need to talk to Sam and Momma Peach, okay?”

      Rosa looked at Momma Peach. “Momma Peach?”

      “No place is safer than the home of a soldier,” Momma Peach assured Rosa. “You can be sure of that.”

      “Go get yourselves as many donuts as you can eat,” John told Rosa in a warm voice. “Afterward maybe you both can figure how to play that confusing game system my grandson is so crazy about.”

      “Yes, sir,” Rosa smiled. “And thank you for getting the power back on, too. I was worried we might be sitting in the cold all day.”

      “You're welcome.” John smiled and looked at Timmy. “You know, it took a lot of courage and guts to confess what you saw with those eyes of yours. You're a very brave soldier.”

      “Really? I'm a brave soldier?” Timmy asked.

      John nodded his head. “Yes, son, you are. Now, go with Rosa, okay?”

      “You ain't mad at me…for the donut? And for hiding in your attic?” Timmy asked.

      “I'm just grateful I forgot to lock the attic door last time,” John smiled and set Timmy down on his feet. Rosa took Timmy's hand and walked him into John's apartment. She opened the door, and everyone watched as the two youngsters stepped into the immaculately clean apartment. It was appealingly stylish, a little like a sixties bachelor pad but with touches of cozy warmth. Momma Peach smiled in approval.

      “Okay,” John said when the door shut behind them and the coast was clear. He turned to Momma Peach and Sam. “So what are you two cooking up, huh? I've seen you on the security cameras walking every inch of my inn. If you're so bound and determined to make my fight your fight, not to mention stubborn as a pair of mules, you better tell me what you're cooking up…I have a bad feeling Andy Pracks is going to make his attack as soon as the sun sets.”

      Sam set down the bag of food on the coffee counter. “John, we only want to help—”

      “We have a plan,” Momma Peach interrupted Sam. She picked her coffee up and took a sip. “My, Martha makes a good cup of coffee.”

      “A mean biscuit, too,” John commented to Momma Peach. “Now, quit stalling and tell me your plan.”

      “What's your plan, first?” Momma Peach asked.

      He sighed in exasperation. “Sit here in front of the door and wait for Andy Pracks to arrive and hope I'm quicker at the draw than he is,” John explained. “There's too many guests prowling about right now. He'll make his attack when it's dark and when the guests are in their rooms, I figure.”

      Sam walked over to the fire roaring in the fireplace and warmed his hands. “John, before we go any further,” he said, “I have to tell you that Momma Peach and I believe Coplin and Morris are planning to carry out something very dangerous.”

      “What do you mean?” John asked.

      “Andy Pracks rode off on a snowmobile after our fight,” Sam explained. “Where did that snake get a snowmobile...or why would he even have one? This is Tennessee, not Alaska.”

      Momma Peach worked on her coffee. “It's possible,” she said, “that Coplin and Morris are scheming up a very deadly plan to harm your fine little community, and they’re planning on using this storm as cover.”

      John wheeled himself over to the fireplace and warmed his hands. “Okay, you two, I'm all ears. What's the plan?”

      “I want to catch me a snake and force that snake to take us to its hidey-hole,” Momma Peach told John. “You see, Mr. John, if Coplin and Morris are planning on carrying out whatever deadly plan they have schemed up, many innocent lives could be lost. Because we don't know for certain what Coplin and Morris are going to attempt, we have to catch ourselves a little snake first. We can’t just get rid of Andy Pracks—they’ll just send another snake in his place. We have to smoke out the nest, you see?”

      “Andy Pracks isn't the type of man to squeal,” John pointed out. “Even if you do catch him he'll clam up.”

      Momma Peach spotted a chocolate glazed donut and decided to treat herself. “Why not?” she said with hungry eyes and snatched it up off the pretty yellow and blue glass donut tray, “Momma Peach will walk you off going up them stairs.”

      “We're worried and she eats donuts,” John sighed.

      “Don't mess with Momma Peach when she's eating a donut,” she protested as donut crumbs crumbled down her chin and onto her coat. “I am a hard-working woman, Mr. John, and I deserve a donut now and then, yes sir and yes, ma’am. Need to keep up my strength for the fight ahead. I may not be the brawn in this here fight, but I can be the brains.”

      Sam shook his head at John. “Don’t let her fool you—Momma Peach is a smart cookie, but she’s also lethal with her pocketbook. It's best to leave her alone and let her have a second donut.”

      “That's right,” Momma Peach beamed and grabbed herself a second donut and waved it at John. “Back to business…I know a snake like Andy Pracks won't talk, but I also know there's ways to make any man talk.”

      “Momma Peach,” John said, “I saw enough torture in Vietnam. I'm not going to resort to devious tactics to make a man talk.”

      Momma Peach grinned. “Mr. John, I have other ways of making folk talk,” she said and gobbled down her second donut and then grabbed her coffee and took a sip. “Not bad, not bad,” she said, “a little stale...about a week old...but not bad.”

      John shoved his hands into the pockets of his jacket and felt his gun. “Momma Peach, Andy Pracks is going to arrive here tonight with only one purpose: To kill me. That man isn't coming to my inn to play games.”

      “Who’s talking about playing games?” Momma Peach asked John. She walked over to the fireplace and bumped Sam aside with her hip. “Make room for the donut-eating momma,” she said, warming her own hands. “And listen to me because I have a plan. And before you say a word, Mr. John, let me tell you that I have dealt with my share of killers in my lifetime. Why, just last autumn a crazy old clown stabbed me and tried to kill me...that crazy old clown, oh, give me strength.” Momma Peach sipped some more coffee. “I have solved my share of murder cases and I’m not about to back down now. Of course, I would rather be on a warm, tropical island soaking in the sun, but the good Lord has me here for a purpose and that purpose is to save a little boy’s life and to save your life. So clamp some tape over your mouth and start listening because Momma Peach is going to do herself some talking.”

      Sam grinned, decided to get himself a donut, and then listened to Momma Peach explain her plan. When Momma Peach finished, he looked at John. “You gotta admit, John, she’s no shrinking violet. That's some plan.”

      John stared at Momma Peach. “Yes, it is...if Momma Peach can pull it off,” he answered Sam in a worried voice and then turned his attention to the storm outside.
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      Night had come. Darkness intensified the blizzard’s wrath. Outside in the storm, Andy Pracks crept through the blowing snow one deadly step at a time, working his way toward the back exit of the Greenview Inn—the same one Momma Peach had taken with Sam and Rosa when they first walked over to the truck stop. Dressed only in a black ski suit, the man could have been a horrifying shadow creature preparing to lurch out of some poor child's closet.

      “Time to end this,” Andy said grimly, reaching the exit door. He looked over his shoulder toward the truck stop. The lights at the truck stop were off and the building was cloaked in darkness. “Good,” he said, examining the aged light fixture hanging over the exit door. The light bulb was dim, and its glow seemed to waver. “He must be running the building off a generator. Perfect.”

      Andy pulled out a lock-picking device and with skill and ease, he picked the lock and slowly eased open the door to the rear stairwell. With careful eyes he studied the empty space and listened for footsteps. Hearing none, he then stepped inside. “Let's play,” he grinned and cautiously cracked open a wooden door and peeked into the front lobby. He spotted John sitting at the front door holding his gun. Sam was standing next to John, unaware that they were being watched. “Just as I thought,” Andy whispered. He eased back into the stairwell, took the black rucksack off his shoulders and set it down on the floor. He snatched open the top flap. “Time’s up,” Andy hissed and pulled out an ugly gun with a silencer attached to the barrel. He eased open the door again and crept out into the lobby and aimed his gun directly at John's back.

      “Oh no, you don't, dummy!” Momma Peach yelled.

      “Huh?” Andy yelled and spun around. He saw Momma Peach explode up from behind the front counter with a shotgun in her hands—Martha's shotgun. Momma Peach aimed the shotgun at his face.

      “Drop the gun, sucker, or I won’t hesitate to rearrange your ugly face!” Momma Peach yelled. “I don't chew my cabbage twice so you better mind me the first time!”

      Sam and John turned and looked at Andy. The man was frozen in his tracks. “Better do what the lady says,” Sam warned Andy, “because she's in a real bad mood tonight.”

      “Boy, you got cotton wool in your ears?” Momma Peach growled at Andy. “I done told you to drop that gun you're holding!”

      Andy stared at Momma Peach. She narrowed her eyes and racked the slide of the shotgun so it clicked loudly in the quiet lobby. He realized she was indeed prepared to fire the shotgun. His blood went cold. “Alright!” he yelled and threw the gun in his right hand down onto the lobby floor. “There, I dropped my gun.”

      Momma Peach walked out from behind the front counter. “Mr. Sam, do your thing.”

      Sam nodded his head. He walked over to the coffee station, opened the cabinet, and retrieved a rope.  Andy saw the rope and panicked, but before he could formulate a plan, John caught his eye. John aimed his gun at Andy's face, too. “Don't even think about making a run for it,” he said in a deadly serious tone. “I won’t rearrange your face, I'll rearrange how your brain thinks, you filthy sewer scum.”

      Andy knew if he moved one inch, Momma Peach and John would fire their weapons and end his life.  “You can't win, old man,” he growled at Sam who approached him with the rope. “It doesn't matter if you tie me up and take me to that dumb hick of a sheriff. Coplin and Morris will have me sprung from jail and breathing fresh air quicker than you can blink.”

      “Who said we're taking you to the sheriff, dummy?” Momma Peach asked. “You came here to kill my two babies and I don't take kindly to snakes that want to kill my babies, no sir and no, ma’am.” Momma Peach grinned at Andy. “Tonight, boy, you're going to get a good old-fashioned beating like you've never had before and then we're going to hide your worthless body up there in the attic.”

      “When spring comes,” John told Andy, “we're going to drag your body to the ninety-four acres of land I own out in the country, land I hunt on, and bury you so deep only the moles and the worms will be able to find you.”

      Sam walked up to Andy and without wasting a second kicked the man's right knee out from under him. Andy toppled down onto the floor. “Roll over onto your stomach and put your hands behind your back, boy,” Sam ordered in a voice that told Andy he was in some very serious trouble. He looked up at the man in the wheelchair again only to see John still aiming his gun directly at his head. When he turned his head to the right he saw Momma Peach aiming her shotgun at his face. “Now!”

      Andy rolled over onto his stomach and put his hands behind his back and began wondering how he had let a bunch of Southern hicks get the best of him. “No one could have seen me,” he demanded. “It's nearly one o'clock in the morning!”

      “Oh,” Momma Peach grinned, “we got friends in low and high places, if you will. We know a watchful eye over at the truck stop,” Momma Peach told Andy. “You were seen sneaking up to the back door of the inn, dummy. All it took was one phone call to blow your cover.” Momma Peach watched Sam begin to tie Andy's hands behind his back. “You see, boy, in this world, love, respect and kindness go a long way. Your weapon is hate, but hate always loses in the end.”

      “Save the sermon, you oversized blimp of a hypocrite,” Andy hissed.

      “Oh no, he didn't!” Momma Peach yelled. She walked up to Andy, handed Sam the shotgun, and then, to John's shock, jumped into the air like a ferocious tiger and practically belly-flopped down onto Andy's back. Andy let out a mighty “Oooofff” sound then dropped off into dreamland.

      “Ouch,” Sam winced.

      “That...had to hurt,” John agreed and looked at Momma Peach. “Momma Peach, remind me to never insult you.”

      Momma Peach chuckled to herself and stood up. “This here snake is in dreamland temporarily, but his nightmare is just beginning. Mr. Sam, finish tying him up for me.”

      Sam handed Momma Peach her shotgun and skillfully tied Andy's arms and legs together in tight knots. “Okay,” he said, standing up, “it's your show, Momma Peach.”

      “Then let's get this dummy up to the attic,” Momma Peach said. “Mr. John, hold my shotgun.” John wheeled over to Momma Peach and took her shotgun. “Okay, Mr. Sam, let's you and me break our backs carrying this dummy to the elevator.”

      Sam nodded his head, bent down, grabbed Andy's legs, and helped Momma Peach carry him over to the lobby elevator. “I'll take the back elevator,” John told Sam and wheeled himself behind the front counter and hurried into his apartment.

      “Up to the attic,” Momma Peach told Sam, catching her breath. Sam pushed the button and the elevator doors slid shut. “Mr. Sam?”

      “Yes, Momma Peach?” Sam asked.

      “I am getting awful sick of dealing with snakes like this one. But what gets me really mad is that this snake is nothing compared to the two boss snakes we have to catch.”

      “Do you really think you can make this low-life talk, Momma Peach?”

      “Yep,” Momma Peach said and watched the elevator door slide open. “Here we go, heave-ho!” Sam reached down and grabbed Andy's legs and helped Momma Peach carry him up into the attic. After securing Andy's body in a tight corner, he hurried back down the attic stairs and found John. “I'll carry you up if you like, and then come back for your wheelchair.”

      John nodded his head. “Only my hired help ever goes up into the attic. I haven't been up there in years.”

      Sam carefully picked John up in his arms and with all the strength he had, he managed to carry the man up the attic stairs and then came back down and retrieved his wheelchair.

      As Sam worked to get John into the attic, Momma Peach put on a scary monster mask she had spotted in the attic the first time she came up with Sam. “Smelly,” she said and slid a black sheet around her body. “All set for the play,” she chuckled and looked at herself in an old broken mirror leaning against a worn-down chair. “Oh, Momma Peach, you are a scary lady tonight, yes indeed. Watch out, world, because Momma Peach is on the loose!”

      Sam wheeled John over to Momma Peach and studied her choice of outfit. “Momma Peach, you're enough to give a grown man nightmares.”

      “And don't you forget it,” Momma Peach chuckled and then kicked at Andy's legs to see if he would wake up. The man groaned a little but did not open his eyes yet. “Okay, you two, get out of sight and let me do my thing,” she whispered. Sam wheeled John behind a pile of boxes and hunched down.

      “Okay, you,” Momma Peach boomed in a spooky voice, “time to wake up!” Andy didn't move. “Hey, dummy, wake up!” Momma Peach yelled and slapped Andy across his face. Andy let out a low moan. “That's right, wake up, your time to pay has come!”

      Andy slowly opened his eyes. The first thing he saw was a dark creature bathed in a weak, eerie light, standing over him dressed in black. “What?” he asked in shock as he jerked his eyes open. Fear ran through his veins and gripped his heart. “Hey...where am I…what's going on here?” he asked in a desperate voice and began struggling against the ropes holding him captive.

      “Your time has come,” Momma Peach told Andy, changing her voice into a low, deep angry tone that sounded like a man twice her age and twice as frightening.

      Andy stopped struggling against the ropes and froze. He looked up at Momma Peach—at the scary mask—with terrified eyes. “Leave me alone!” he screamed like a scared schoolyard boy. “Untie me!”

      “You're dead, Andy Pracks, and now you must pay for the crimes you committed against mankind,” Momma Peach hissed and pointed a sharp finger at Andy. The black sheet covered Momma Peach's finger, making it appear like a black, hideous bone poking out of the darkness itself.

      “No!” Andy screamed, “get away from me...get away from me!”

      Momma Peach kept her finger pointed at Andy. “Your punishment has come, Andy Pracks,” she said and pointed around the attic. “Open the door!”

      Andy saw a pile of boxes start moving and the sound of angry, hissing voices crying out. “No!” he cried. Sam and John grinned at each other and kept shaking the boxes. “No!”

      Momma Peach glared at Andy. “You killed William Krayton. William is waiting for you!” Sam let out a hideous, pained howl. “The man you killed is waiting to pay you back for what you did, and he will not be denied his vengeance!”

      Andy stared at the dark figure before him, unable to move, paralyzed with fear. “I...” he tried to speak.

      “You cannot lie!” Momma Peach boomed. “You killed William Krayton!” In the background, Sam and John continued to shake the boxes, whispering “Murder, murder,” over and over again, so that it sounded like many voices echoing in the drafty air.

      “Yes, yes!” Andy cried out, “I killed William. But...Mr. Coplin and Mr. Morris ordered me to do it! I had no choice!”

      Momma Peach lowered her hand. “You were going to kill John Minski, too. Lucky his soul isn’t here to punish you as well. Did your masters order you to kill him, too?”

      “Yes, yes!” Andy yelled. “I didn't want to kill the old man. The plan was to frame him for murder, but Mr. Coplin and Mr. Morris are growing impatient…they're struggling. They said there was no time, what with the debt and needing to close certain deals…” he closed his eyes as if regretting the words, which seemed to stir up a new fury of voices and noise from all around him.

      “You chose to work for evil men and now you will suffer. Open the door!” Momma Peach boomed. Sam and John let out howls and continued to shake the boxes.

      “No!” Andy begged. “Please. I—I shouldn’t have done it. I know that now. Please!”

      “I'm coming for you, Andy,” John howled in a hideous voice. “You shot me! Betrayed me! Now it’s your turn. I will have my vengeance.”

      “No!” Andy cried.

      Momma Peach sniffed the air. “Oh, give me strength,” she whispered under the sheet, “that snake done went and wet his pants.”

      “Leave me alone, William...I swear I’ve been punished enough. Just go back where you came from!”

      Momma Peach folded her arms. “You're going to join your dead friend,” she promised Andy. “Unless...”

      Andy stopped whining. “Unless what?” he shouted. “I'll do anything, please.”

      “How quickly the tough façade crumbles,” Sam whispered to John. John nodded his head in agreement. They rattled the boxes only a little now.

      “You have done evil deeds, but you can stop others from doing evil. You must confess the plans of your evil masters,” Momma Peach said in a ghastly whisper. “Confess. Repent! Distance yourself from their evil. If you refuse—” Momma Peach pointed at the boxes. “I cannot hold back what is coming for you. The door is now open!”

      “Coming for you!” John howled and then held back laughter. “This is better than filling that coward full of holes,” he whispered.

      “No!” Andy pleaded for his life. “William, I swear...stay back!” Andy squeezed his eyes shut, hoping to escape the hideous creature staring down at him. “I'll do it,” he finally yelled. “I repent. I’ll confess. Anything!”

      “You must confess everything,” Momma Peach said in dark tones. “Lest your repentance be rejected. Beware!”

      “It was the snowstorm,” Andy whimpered. “Mr. Coplin and Mr. Morris wanted to use the snowstorm to their advantage.”

      “Confess,” Momma Peach howled in a voice that even gave Sam the chills.

      “Okay, okay! They...they wanted to frame the old man for murder...but that was only the beginning,” Andy said, talking fast. “William’s murder was meant to take down the old man that owns the inn, but also distract the authorities.” Andy cracked his eyes open, looked up at Momma Peach, and wet his pants again. “Please,” he begged.

      “Is that what William Krayton said when you shot him dead?” Momma Peach growled. “Did William Krayton beg for his life? And even if he did, would you have shown him any mercy? Confess! Show why you deserve any mercy at all!”

      Andy licked his lips. “There’s a plan. Coplin and Morris have a plan,” he said, grasping onto the only piece of tangible information he could think of to save his lousy life. “They're planning to blow up every business that is fighting against them. John Minski...the old man...they wanted to spare his building and turn it into a clubhouse after they build a golf course on the land out back.”

      “But something changed?” Momma Peach boomed.

      “They ordered me to kill the old man. Why? I don't know. They seem to be at each other's throats. I'm not certain why. Something…something’s going on between them. They don’t tell me enough. I swear I don’t know more than that! All I know is that they’re desperate to take control of Mableville and they’re willing to blow up the inn and a whole bunch of other buildings just to make it happen. They...they have promised some very powerful people certain business deals…business deals that will fail if they don't take control of Mableville very soon. I swear that’s all I know. That’s all.”

      Momma Peach stood tall over the cowering man. “You must confess everything,” she demanded once again, and listened to the storm howl outside.

      At her signal, Sam began to howl as loud as he could and shake the boxes. John let out a terrifying cry. Momma Peach leaned back her head and howled gleefully. “Stop!” Andy screamed. “Stop it!”

      Momma Peach stopped howling. “Confess your evil deeds!”

      Sam picked up an empty box and toppled it toward Andy. The box struck Andy in his face and he flinched in pain and terror. “Stop!” Andy screamed and began crying. “I swear it…I'll talk, okay? I'll talk…” Andy squeezed his eyes closed. “It's all part of their plan. A political takeover.”

      “A takeover?” Momma Peach asked.

      “By foreign powers,” Andy confessed. “Small towns all across America are being systematically destroyed by large corporate chain stores and private developers like Coplin and Morris because all the money comes from foreign investors who want to control the economy.” Andy kept his eyes squeezed shut. “It's all about political power. The more the outside forces control American land, the more they control the economy too, and the more they control the halls of government.”

      “You lousy...” Momma Peach began to snap but caught herself. “Keep talking,” she howled. Andy shivered all over. “Confess!”

      “It’s all one entity,” Andy screamed. “They want the public to believe America is still divided into two political parties, but that's a lie. It's all a distraction while foreign powers invade American soil and systematically destroy what’s left of our freedom. We've already brainwashed the younger generation and turned them into mindless zombies.” Andy dared to open his eyes. “Movies, music, television, magazines, news outlets, it's all part of it—why do you think media organizations are so large? It’s all designed to brainwash the youth of this country and turn them against the powers that be.”

      “Why?” Momma Peach asked.

      “There's more of them than us. We can't risk a second American revolution. If people found out what was really at stake...if they found out America was being destroyed from the inside out, they would stand up and fight and possibly even defeat us. If people found out we were bringing in foreign powers...foreign powers with access to private armies? They would revolt. So how do you control millions of people?”

      “How?” Momma Peach asked.

      “First, you divide them and then you turn them against each other through social engineering techniques. You turn people against each other politically, racially, financially...brainwash the youth into actually believing good is evil and evil is good...and it's working.” Andy realized how evil a man he was and broke down in a new flood of contrite tears. “Mableville was promised to a foreign country that has assured us they will lend their military power to the cause when the time comes. All this real estate nonsense…that’s just the ground game, laying the foundation for what they’re planning. It’s so much more than that. It's all about destroying America and creating a world power in the hands of the dictators. But...only a very select few are privy to that information. A shadow group of men who control the world currencies.”

      “Goodness,” John whispered, “and I thought Vietnam was evil.”

      “Where do I find Coplin and Morris?” Momma Peach growled.

      Andy cringed. “They are staying in a house about three miles north of town,” he confessed. “They flew in four days ago and will leave once they have accomplished the final steps of their plan to take over Mableville.”

      “Who is in charge of the explosives? If you're here, that means Coplin and Morris must have a second man handy.”

      Andy licked his lips again. “The explosives are already set...they were set months ago. Once I confirm that the old man is dead, Mr. Coplin and Mr. Morris are going to set off the explosives with a remote detonator.”

      Momma Peach bit down on her lower lip. “Oh, give me strength,” she whispered. “And what was to be your part in all this, after the murder of John Minski?” she demanded, keeping her voice deep.

      Andy closed his eyes. “Leave town on the snowmobile Mr. Coplin and Mr. Morris hauled in with them…after I checked to make sure the buildings were destroyed. But...” Andy trailed off.

      “But what?” Momma Peach yelled.

      “Mr. Coplin...he's become...erratic,” Andy cried. “I'm not certain what has changed, but Mr. Morris keeps saying that Mr. Coplin might try to do something foolish behind his back. Mr. Morris didn't want to destroy the buildings in question with explosives, actually, but Mr. Coplin insisted. Mr. Morris came up with the original idea—to frame the old man for murder and use that to intimidate anyone standing against their plans later on. They should have stuck with that plan. But Mr. Coplin, about six months ago, began to change...he insisted on the explosives plan and said we would frame the old man for the explosion, too. Mr. Coplin started to become impatient and panicky...he began working against Mr. Morris and his plan. Mr. Morris created a solid plan that would have brought him success, but Mr. Coplin began insisting on drastic, radical changes.”

      “I want an address,” Momma Peach growled. “Tell me the address of the house where your evil masters are hiding.”

      “1901 Maybrook Street,” Andy coughed out. “By that lake outside of town. The house has a black iron fence, you can’t miss it.”

      “Are they alone?” Momma Peach asked, looming closer.

      Andy nodded his head miserably. “Yes.” Andy looked up at Momma Peach. “I'm supposed to make a security call after I kill the old man. If I don't make the security call, Mr. Coplin will detonate the explosives.”

      “He's going to do that anyway, dummy!” Momma Peach yelled in exasperation. She yanked off her mask and threw off the black sheet wrapped around her body. Sam jumped to his feet and quickly wheeled John over to Momma Peach. “Surprise,” Momma Peach grinned. “You've just been beaten.”

      Sam sniffed the air. “Did you wet your pants?” he asked Andy.

      Momma Peach nodded her head. “This here boy wet his pants more than once, let me tell you.”

      Andy sat in shock, frozen. “You...it was you all along? It was all some kind of…trick,” he whispered.

      “Boy,” Momma Peach chuckled, “for someone who is supposed to be mighty tough, you sure buckled like a wet tissue.” Momma Peach tossed the mask down onto Andy's lap. Andy flinched. “You can keep the mask as a souvenir.”

      “You...” Andy whispered again. “I'm going to kill you,” he said louder, gaining his voice back.

      “Well, first of all, I’d worry about Coplin and Morris if I were you, because they're sure gonna be mighty curious to find out how we found out their hidey-hole, don’t you think?” Momma Peach looked at Sam. “Looks like we're gonna have to go out in the storm,” she said. “Oh, with this weather I am surely gonna turn into a frosty bowl of peach ice cream tonight, give me strength, give me strength.”

      “You're all dead,” Andy sputtered, struggling in his restraints. “Screw Coplin and Morris, this is personal! I can’t believe you pulled this off…”

      “Oh really?” Momma Peach asked. She reached behind a box and pulled out a hidden tape recorder. “I think Mr. Coplin and Mr. Morris, along with some decent lawmen, are going to be mighty interested in hearing your confession.”

      Andy did not move. “You...taped me?”

      “We got you on tape confessing to the murder of William Krayton, scumbag,” John told Andy. “And don’t go crowing about entrapment, because we also have a witness to the murder.”

      Andy's eyes went wide. “The boy!” he yelled.

      Momma Peach slapped him across his face so hard the man's head nearly snapped off. “You ever touch my baby,” she yelled at Andy, “I will send you into a nightmare you'll never escape from, boy.”

      “Don't worry, Momma Peach,” John said and pointed his gun at Andy, “if he moves one single inch I'll fill him full of holes.”

      Momma Peach locked eyes with Andy. “You’re going to prison, boy, and you’re gonna rot there for a long, long time.”

      “Idiots. I'll escape,” Andy hissed. “I'll escape and come for you. I'll dedicate my entire life to tracking you down.”

      “And I will be waiting to make you wet your pants again,” Momma Peach told Andy and slapped him across his cheek gently, sniffing the air delicately with her nose scrunched up in disgust. Then she yanked his cell phone out of his coat pocket. “Thanks for the phone,” she said and shoved it into the pocket of her dress.

      Sam resisted the urge to shoot Andy. Instead, he placed his hand on John's shoulder. “If he moves, shoot him,” he said and looked at Momma Peach. “I don't think you—”

      “Mr. Sam, if you're going to say what I think you're going to say, don't. I swear, I am going out in this here storm to kill me two snakes, is that clear?”

      Sam nodded his head. He knew that when Momma Peach made up her mind to do something it was best to let her go unless you wanted to be beaten with a heavy pocketbook. “Okay, Momma Peach,” he said. He looked down at Andy and then bent down and searched the pockets of his coat and found the key to his snowmobile.

      “You'll never find it,” Andy growled.

      “You parked behind the inn in the tree line,” Sam told Andy. “I know how thugs like you think. You’re not original, and you’re not smart. Let's go, Momma Peach.”

      Momma Peach put her hand on John's shoulder. “Kill this snake only if he tries to kill you, please,” she begged. “At the end of the day…well, we're the good guys, okay? At least, we’re as good as we can be in this wicked old world.”

      John lowered his eyes and studied the gun he was holding. “I'm tempted to shoot this no-good rat as soon as I'm alone with him, but I won't. If I kill him without provocation at this point...well then, I'll be no better than what he is. No,” John said, “if you come back and find him dead, you’ll know it was because he pulled some fool stunt on me and I gave him what was coming to him because it was my last option. I won't kill him unless I have to. Death is too good for the likes of him.”

      “That's my baby,” Momma Peach smiled and kissed John on his cheek. “Let's go, Mr. Sam.”

      Sam patted John on his shoulder. “Okay, soldier, you're flying solo.”

      “Hey,” John said and grabbed Sam and then Momma Peach's hand. “You two...you'll never know what this means to me.”

      “Oh, come now. We didn't mind running towels and toilet paper rolls to a few fussy guests. Besides, I was running low on toilet paper too, so I did myself a favor.”

      John smiled. “You know what I mean, Momma Peach. I'll never forget you two soldiers jumping in the foxhole with me even when I...even when I was too stubborn to be thankful and accept the help on offer.” John looked into Momma Peach's eyes. “My hunting land,” he said, “I'm going to turn it over to Timmy as a gift.”

      “I'm sure Timmy will love that,” Momma Peach promised John and hugged his neck. “We'll be back when the war is won. You just have the coffee and donuts waiting.”

      “Will do,” John smiled and focused his eyes back on Andy. “One move, punk, and you're dead.” Andy closed his eyes and sat very still. “You two, take the main road north of town and then cut over to Naples Street. Follow Naples down a few miles and it'll take you directly to Maybrook Street.”

      “Thanks, John,” Sam told John, confident that his friend held their enemy well in check, and then walked Momma Peach out of the attic and into her room to get her coat. “It's going to be mighty cold, Momma Peach. Are you sure you want to do this?”

      “I am determined. Besides, I ain’t going to let you go out into this storm alone,” Momma Peach told Sam. Then she stopped and rushed to the bathroom door. “I just need to make a potty break,” she said, embarrassed.

      Sam leaned against the room door to wait. “You know, Momma Peach,” he called out, “your plan was real unconventional, but it worked. You made Andy Pracks squeal like a pig.” Sam looked down at his hands. “Now I'm kinda wondering…what's going on inside of that head of yours right now? How are you planning to handle Coplin and Morris?”

      “Oh, give me strength, the Tabasco sauce is setting in,” Momma Peach cried out. “Mr. Sam, please, go wait in the hall, if you would.”

      Sam chuckled to himself. It felt good to laugh. “Here we are in the midst of a dangerous case and you're worried about this? Come now, we’ve all been trapped on the toilet a time or two.”

      “Not funny, Mr. Sam...oh...oh dear. This is an emergency. Please go! I’m going to have an explosion!” Momma Peach cried again. “Give me strength...give me strength.”

      Sam burst out laughing as he headed for the door to the hallway.

      “Shut up, Mr. Sam,” Momma Peach yelled through the door and then moaned. “Oh, that Tabasco sauce is going to be the end of me...oh...”

      Sam folded his arms together and waited in the hallway until she came out some minutes later, red-faced and waving a lit match in front of her face like a priest conducting an exorcism.

      “Oh, don’t look at me that way, Mr. Sam. It burns up the stink. I’m doing us all a favor,” she said.

      Sam tried to keep a straight face. “Well, Momma Peach, I hear some people do their best thinking on the toilet. Any ideas about how we're going to handle Coplin and Morris?”

      “Yes, I do have an idea,” Momma Peach said. “For starters, we aren't going to Maybrook Street. Remember, Mr. Sam, I took that turkey's phone from him.”

      “That's right, you did,” Sam said and began to see the shape of her thoughts.

      “I am going to make a call to Coplin and Morris and play Andy’s confession to them, and only after we hear their response will we make our attack.”

      Sam chewed on Momma Peach's words a moment. He had a few hesitations. “Momma Peach—”

      “Before you say a word,” Momma Peach interrupted, “let me tell you that men like Coplin and Morris will have strong security. I don't believe Andy Pracks is telling the whole truth about them two men being all alone in a big old house. No, it's better to lure them out into the open.”

      Sam realized that Momma Peach had latched onto a very serious truth that he had not considered. “Yeah, it's likely that snake didn't tell us the whole truth,” he said. “What location do you want to lure them to, Momma Peach?”

      “The truck stop,” Momma Peach said. “We’ve got allies there, don’t forget.”

      Sam walked over to the bedroom window. He pulled back the curtain covering the window and studied the truck stop. The truck stop was still very dark and still in the storm. “I'll call Martha.”

      “Not yet,” Momma Peach said. “I need to chew on my thoughts some more and make sure my mind is sharp. We're down to the nitty-gritty and let’s not forget I have Rosa and Timmy to consider. If I mess up now, then Rosa and Timmy could be harmed. No sir, Mr. Sam, I need a minute to think on my plan and iron out the rough spots.”

      Sam grew silent. Momma Peach sat on the bed and appeared to be deep in thought. Sam kept his eyes on the truck stop and wondered what plan Momma Peach was hatching. Whatever her plan was, he thought, it wasn't going to be conventional, because Momma Peach was a woman who worked outside the boundaries of logic until she captured her prey.
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      Vern Coplin heard his cell phone ring. He sat up from his position on an expensive, brown leather couch to check the display on the sleek gray phone, which sat on an antique coffee table that cost more money than most people made in a year. “It's Pracks,” he said and stood to pick up the phone. The antique coffee table faced a roaring fire trying to escape its large marble fireplace.

      A man with thick black hair walked over to the fireplace and looked into the fire. “Coplin, I still don't agree with your plan,” he said.

      Vern Coplin turned his glare into daggers, wishing he could stab Brad Morris in the back and be done with it. “Pracks—is it finished?” he said, answering the call.

      “Nope,” Momma Peach said, “this here isn't Andy Pracks, you turkey. This here is a woman that has your nose in a pinch.”

      Vern froze. “Who is this?” he demanded and ran his left hand through his thin, graying, red hair.

      Momma Peach popped a piece of peppermint into her mouth and sat down on the edge of her bed. “Andy Pracks made a nice little confession earlier. Want to hear?”

      “What happened?” Brad Morris demanded, turning to look from his spot at the mantlepiece.

      Vern threw an angry hand into the air to get Brad to shut up. “Where is Pracks?” he demanded.

      “Well, maybe you should listen to his confession. But first, is this Coplin or Morris I'm speaking with?” Momma Peach asked.

      “Coplin.”

      “Oh, the man who ordered Andy Pracks to kill John Minski,” Momma Peach said in her best sweet Southern twang. “How sickening to meet you.”

      “Lady, you're speaking to a very dangerous man—”

      “I'm speaking to a worm,” Momma Peach interrupted. “Now, you listen to me and listen close. I know all about the explosives. I know all about your dumb little plan to destroy this fine little community. You see, Andy told me a lot.”

      “You're lying!” Vern yelled and kicked the coffee table viciously. The leg of the table splintered, and the table tilted dangerously.

      “What is it?” Brad demanded. Paranoia in his wide eyes, he began to back out of the room. “I’m going to set the explosive charge off now. I told you we couldn’t trust Pracks—”

      Vern glared at Brad, and out of anger and rage, snatched out a gun from the inside pocket of his gray suit and shot Brad dead.

      Momma Peach heard the gunshots. “Oh my,” she whispered, “Momma Peach's plan just hit a snag.”

      “What?” Sam asked, reading Momma Peach's worried face.

      Momma Peach put her hand over the phone. “I think Coplin just shot Morris dead.”

      Sam made a pained face. “Not good,” he said.

      “Hear that, lady?” Vern yelled into the phone, “I just killed Brad Morris. The man is dead and you're next unless you start talking. Where is Andy Pracks?”

      “Shut up, dummy, and listen to this!” Momma Peach yelled back and stuck the tape recorder she was holding in her left hand up to the phone and hit play. Andy's voice began to speak. Vern stood still and listened to Andy's entire, pathetic, tearful confession. “Did you hear, turkey?”

      “I heard,” Vern said in a strained voice. Now his back was up against a wall. “What do you want? Money?”

      Momma Peach felt she had been tossed onto a hot plate and in her mind, she began jumping around hoping to find a cool spot to stand and think. “Yeah, I want money, chump,” she said and held up her hand at Sam to urge him to wait without asking questions. Sam nodded his head.

      “How much?”

      “How much you got?” Momma Peach asked. “You want this confession to disappear? This here woman ain't cheap, pal.”

      “Who are you? CIA? FBI?” Vern demanded. “Or are you moonlighting on the side to grab some extra cash? Sure, that's it, isn't it?”

      “Listen, you turkey, it ain't none of your business who I am and what my business is. All you need to know is that I am the woman who outsmarted one of your best men and I am the woman who has a very dangerous weapon to use against you if I decide to make Andy Pracks’ confession public.”

      Vern squeezed his hands into two fists. He didn't have time for any more problems or delays. The Russians were breathing down his neck. He had one week to destroy Mableville and take control or die. “How much?”

      “How much you got, dummy? Don't you have ears?” Momma Peach asked.

      Vern closed his eyes. He couldn't set off the explosives—not yet, anyway. He had to kill the woman he was speaking to before he could detonate the explosives. “I’ll bring enough, don’t you worry about that,” he said as he threw his eyes open and walked across a glossy hard floor. He yanked open a wooden door. “In here, now,” he snapped at a large man wearing a black coat. The man hurried into the living room. “Wait,” Vern told him in an undertone as he focused his mind back on Momma Peach. “Where can we meet?”

      “Not so fast, dummy,” Momma Peach said, finally finding a cool spot to stand on. She began restructuring her plan.  “Let's talk cold, hard cash, first. I want ten million dollars.”

      “Done,” Vern lied.

      “Ten million ain't nothing to the foreigners you're trying to bring into Mableville,” Momma Peach told Vern. “So maybe we need to make it twenty million?”

      “Done,” Vern lied again.

      Momma Peach knew Vern was lying but pretended to accept his agreement. “Okay, turkey, here's the deal. We're going to meet at the local truck stop in town. You're going to leave the money in the back of the truck stop and take a hike. Once I have the money, I'll send Andy Pracks on his way—”

      “Kill him,” Vern snapped. “That man is worthless to me now.”

      “My, aren't we cranky,” Momma Peach told Vern. “Somebody put Pinesol in your lemonade, boy?”

      “Twenty million,” Vern growled at Momma Peach. “I'll have the money to you within the hour. But you better listen real good, lady. I want that recording destroyed. If you try and trick me, I'll track you down and whoever you have told about it, so—”

      “Oh, shut your mouth, turkey,” Momma Peach snapped. “I want the money. I ain't interested in your stupid threats. You give me my money and I'll vanish into the wind.”

      “Deal.”

      “Oh, and one more thing,” Momma Peach said, “I have eyes everywhere, so if you're thinking about sending one of your hired security guards to kill me...don't bother. If I see anyone but you show up at the truck stop, I'll have Andy Pracks all over the news so fast your head will spin. We clear?”

      “We're clear.”

      “You better be sure, because my people are watching your house at 1901 Maybrook Street,” Momma Peach told Vern and winked at Sam. “You better leave there alone or else.”

      Vern nearly exploded in rage. “Get out,” he snapped at the man wearing the black coat, “I'm going solo.” The man stared at Vern for a few seconds and then walked out of the living room without saying a word about Morris’s dead body lying on the floor. “Okay, lady, I'll be at the truck stop in one hour. No games.”

      “No games,” Momma Peach agreed. “One hour.”

      “One hour,” Vern said and slammed his cell phone down onto the couch. “One hour and you'll be dead,” he promised.

      Momma Peach tossed Andy Pracks’ cell phone down onto her bed. “Well, Mr. Sam, so much for my original plan. It looks like we're going to have to play the final scene by ear after all.” Momma Peach grabbed her head. “Oh, I just want to go to that island of yours and soak her feet in the ocean.”

      Sam sat down next to Momma Peach. “We have one hour to think of a plan,” he said.

      “Yes, we do, because I surely know Coplin isn't going out into the snow to give us no twenty million dollars. That man is going out into this here storm to kill me.”

      Sam put his chin down into the palm of his hands. “Are you sure Coplin killed Morris?” he asked.

      “I heard the sound of a gun firing,” Momma Peach told Sam and put her own chin down on her hands. “Yes sir and yes, ma’am, I am sure Coplin shot someone and after he did, I never heard that second voice in the background again. Plus, Morris never tried to take the phone and do himself some talking, so it only stands to reason the man is dead as we speak.”

      Sam looked down at the patterned carpet and shook his head. “Momma Peach, all we wanted to do was take a nice, simple vacation and get some sun. And now look at us, caught up in another case without Michelle.”

      Momma Peach closed her eyes and brought Michelle's beautiful face to mind. “Oh, how I wish my girl Michelle was here now.”

      “Me, too,” Sam said. “I talked to Michelle last night. She was real worried about you.” Sam kept his eyes on the carpet. “I wanted to tell her about being trapped in this storm, but instead I assured her that we were all okay and would be leaving for our island as soon as the storm ended.”

      “Now, my baby ain't stupid, Mr. Sam. She can read a lie a mile away.”

      “Yep,” Sam said in a miserable voice. “I think Michelle knew I was lying but she didn't seem to let on.”

      “Michelle wouldn't ever call you a liar,” Momma Peach pointed out. “She loves you.”

      “And I love Michelle,” Sam told Momma Peach and finally stood up. “But Michelle is thousands of miles away and we have one hour to catch a killer who is closer by the minute.”

      Momma Peach began rubbing her temples. “Think, woman, think,” she ordered her mind. “How can we outsmart Coplin? That man is surely going to try and pull the rug out from under us.”

      Sam walked over to the sink, turned on the cold water, and splashed some water onto his face. “Momma Peach?”

      “Yes?”

      “What Andy Pracks said...about America being systematically destroyed by outside forces...he's right, you know,” Sam replied in a tired voice. He needed sleep. “Even if we win this round, there will always be more and more bad guys to fight. We can't fight them all.”

      “No,” Momma Peach agreed, “but we can win this battle and save this little town from being destroyed. That's something.”

      “I keep thinking...what if Coplin and Morris had attacked our town, Momma Peach? What would we do?” Sam asked.

      “Fight, baby. Fight.”

      Sam splashed more cold water onto his face. “Let me rephrase my question: What would the good people of our town do?”

      Momma Peach looked over at Sam. “Some would fight, others would surrender to the harsh hand of the system.”

      Sam turned and walked back to Momma Peach. “Nate's lodge in Alaska is looking better and better by the minute,” he told Momma Peach and sat down next to her. “I miss my desert town, but I know Nate's lodge is going to be the next best thing. The more I think about the lodge the more impatient I become to buy it from Nate.”

      “Mr. Sam is anxious to go north again,” Momma Peach said in a sad voice.

      “Yeah, I am,” Sam confessed and wrapped his arm around Momma Peach. “Momma Peach, I love living in your town. I love the farmhouse I own and the land that surrounds it. But I'm a hermit, Momma Peach. I like living in remote, secluded places.”

      “Nate's lodge is about as remote as you can get.”

      Sam forced a smile to his face. “Andy Pracks said these outside forces are coming for America, but I think the wilderness of Alaska is protected, being so far up north like it is. It’s like going back to the good old unspoiled version of America, just little towns and good folks and clean living. I guess what I'm saying is that...I'm anxious to get back to the lodge, to the lake, to the wilderness, and get settled in.” Sam looked into Momma Peach's eyes. “Momma Peach, Nate isn't going to sell his lodge anytime soon, so I'll be around for a while yet. But when he does sell to me, remember, you have to promise to come spend some time at the lodge, too.”

      “I remember the talk we had way up there in Alaska,” Momma Peach forced a smile to her face. “Don’t forget someone’s got to visit and bake you some peach pies once in a while. Even if I have to bring the peaches with me in my suitcase all the way up there.”

      “Way up there in Alaska,” Sam sighed, “where we got tangled up in a mess...and what a mess it was. You sure saved our butts, Momma Peach.” Sam leaned over and kissed Momma Peach's cheek. “You saved our butts because you're a brilliant woman. And that's why I'm confident you'll outsmart the likes of Coplin.”

      Momma Peach blushed. “Oh, Mr. Sam, you're enough to make a woman turn red all over.”

      Sam kissed Momma Peach's cheek again. “Then turn red,” he smiled.

      Momma Peach did turn red. She blushed all over and then stood up. “Is it hot in here?” she teased Sam and began pacing back and forth. “Okay, I have to think up a plan. While I’m thinking please go check on Timmy and Rosa for me, okay?”

      “Sure thing,” Sam agreed and left the room.

      As soon as Sam closed the door, Momma Peach plopped back down on her bed. “How in the world am I going to think of a way out of this mess in this storm?” she asked herself. “Think, girl…think…Coplin is going to arrive with his guns at the ready. He said he would arrive alone but we sure can't trust that lie.” Momma Peach bit down on her lip and forced her exhausted mind to think. And then an idea burst into her thoughts. “Well, I'll be,” she said and jumped to her feet and grabbed her pocketbook. “Yeah, now you're using your brain, old girl,” she said and dashed out of her room and got moving back to the upstairs attic.

      When she reached the attic, she found John keeping guard over Andy Pracks. “A man of your word,” she smiled at John and kicked Andy Pracks on his leg. “Wake up, turkey, because I have a need for you. Tonight, you're going to earn your keep before being shipped off to prison.”

      Andy Pracks opened his eyes and looked up at Momma Peach. “Shove off, porky.”

      Momma Peach nodded her head and then wrapped her right hand around the strap of her pocketbook. “Mr. John, you might want to turn your head because this is gonna get real ugly.”

      “Nah, I want to see this rat take his beating.”

      Andy glared at Momma Peach. “Give me your best shot, fat lady.”

      “Oh, I intend to,” Momma Peach said and tore into Andy with her pocketbook like a woman on fire. John sat back and enjoyed the show. By the time the show ended, Andy Pracks was bruised and bloodied and begging for mercy. Momma Peach wiped sweat from her face and leaned up. “Call me a name again, chump, and you'll get a second helping that won’t be quite so gentle.” Andy spit a tooth out of his mouth and looked up at Momma Peach and realized the woman meant business. Nevertheless, he still promised himself he would kill her, a thought he savored deep in the recesses of his wretched mind.
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        * * *

      

      Sam walked into John's apartment and found Rosa and Timmy in a back guest room playing an old Nintendo. Timmy was sitting in a warm and comfortable green armchair parked in front of a television having the time of his life. Rosa was sitting next to him on a white sofa watching Timmy jumping on the heads of turtles and mushrooms. “How’s it going?” he asked Rosa.

      Rosa stretched her arms. “Oh, fine,” she said in a sleepy voice. “We've just finished our hundredth cup of hot cocoa of the night and now we're playing Mario Brothers.” Rosa smiled at Timmy. “He's about ready for bed.”

      Timmy paused his game and looked up at Sam. His little eyes were sleepy. “I'm not going to bed without...” Timmy yawned, “without Momma.”

      “I know, champ,” Sam said and rubbed Timmy's hair. “We have a little business to attend to and then we'll all go to bed, I promise.”

      Rosa gave Sam a concerned look. “Where is Momma Peach?” she asked.

      “Upstairs,” Sam assured Rosa. “Don't worry, guys. We caught the bad guy and Momma Peach is safe and sound.”

      “Really?” Rosa asked. Sam nodded his head. “Oh, thank goodness. I was really worried.” Rosa smiled at Timmy. “See, I told you everything would be okay, didn't I? Your big sister would never tell you a lie.”

      Timmy studied Sam's face. “You really captured the mean man who kicked you?”

      “Cross my heart and hope to die, stick a needle in my eye,” Sam told Timmy and rubbed his hair again. “Yes, champ, we caught the bad guy. But,” he added, “Momma Peach and me still have a little business to take care of before bed. So I'm going to need you guys to hang out here a little longer, okay?”

      Timmy sighed and looked at the television and then looked around the warm bedroom. He rested his eyes on a queen size bed covered with an inviting blue comforter. “Do you think...will Momma get mad if I just lay down while I wait?” he asked Sam. “I won't fall asleep, honest.”

      “Momma Peach would fuss if you didn't lay down,” Sam smiled and with caring arms picked Timmy up and carried him over to the bed and laid him down. “Now listen to Old Sam,” he said, “you close your eyes and rest for a bit. Momma Peach will come for you shortly.”

      Rosa stood up, turned off the Nintendo, retrieved her laptop, and walked over to the bed and scooted in next to Timmy. “I think I'll watch a few game shows and then rest my eyes,” she told Sam and helped Timmy crawl under the blue comforter. As Timmy got settled, the lights flickered and dimmed. “Sam?”

      “The generator might need to be checked,” Sam said in a calm voice. “I'll go check with John. You guys stay put.”

      “What do we do if the power goes out?” Rosa worried.

      Sam rubbed the back of his neck. “Just stay exactly where you are, keep the bedroom locked, and don't leave this room until I come for you. Is that clear?” he said to Rosa. It was spoken in a calm tone, but the firm look in his eyes told Rosa it was an order. Rosa nodded her head. “I'm sure the power will stay on,” he said, hoping to sound confident. “Now, you stop worrying, young lady, and get you some rest. Old Sam will take care of the generator.”

      Sam began to leave the room. “Sam...wait,” Rosa called out in a scared voice. Sam turned around. “I...stay for a minute...please.”

      Sam saw a scared little girl begging for her daddy to stay with her. “Sure,” he said and walked over to the bed and sat down next to Rosa. “You don't need to be scared.”

      “I am scared,” Rosa confessed. “When the power went off before it was so dark I could barely see in front of my face. I'm scared of this storm…but I'm more afraid of...the dark.”

      “Me, too,” Timmy told Sam and pulled the comforter up to his chin. “I don't like the dark...it was really, really dark in the attic.”

      “Well,” Sam said and rubbed his chin, “I'm not particularly fond of the dark, either.” Sam continued to rub his chin. “You know, guys, when I lived in the desert I experienced a lot of dark nights. But there was one night...nah, you guys don't want to hear Sam's boring old story.”

      “Yes, we do,” Rosa said in a quick voice and grabbed Sam's hand. “Please, Sam, tell us your story.”

      Sam smiled. “Okay, honey,” he said and patted Rosa's hand. “Settle back and close your eyes and let Old Sam tell you his story.”

      Rosa reluctantly crawled under the comforter, laid her head back on a pillow, placed her laptop to her side, and closed her eyes. “Ready,” she said.

      “Timmy, champ, close your eyes.” Timmy yawned, looked around, and closed his eyes. “Okay,” Sam said, “it was mid-August and the desert was boiling. I mean it was hot enough to fry eggs on the sand.  And the worst part was that there was no rain in sight. But, that was desert living for you. It was the same every year. Anyway,” Sam continued, “on one particular night...wait,” Sam stopped. “I'm getting ahead of myself.”

      “Take your time,” Rosa yawned.

      Sam smiled and pulled the comforter up to Rosa's chin. “I need to explain a little about the town I owned in the desert,” Sam said. “Years ago, I built myself a little town in the middle of the desert...a tourist town with an attraction about a famous shooting.”

      “Wow,” Timmy said and let out a weak yawn. “Real...cowboy stuff.”

      “That's right, champ,” Sam told Timmy. “Old Sam loved his little desert town even though it sure got hot sometimes.” Sam paced himself and listened to the storm howl outside. “I never minded the heat that much, though, and neither did the tourists who stopped in my town, except one woman who happened to come along in the hottest August on record.” Sam slowly folded his arms together. “Mrs. Blake was the woman's name, and boy was she ever a grouch. This woman could fuss the ears off a tortoise at a hundred paces on a good day, so you can imagine how fussy she was when she drove into my town in a car that lost its air conditioning.”

      “Fussy,” Rosa said, slowly drifting off to sleep.

      “You bet,” Sam said. “Mrs. Blake was angrier than a rattlesnake being slapped across the face. Now, usually Old Sam can handle grumpy people, but Old Sam was a bit hot and grumpy himself. So when Mrs. Blake fussed at him, well, he fussed right back, which didn't go well. So, what does Mrs. Blake do? She gets even madder and storms off up the road on foot, in the heat, in the middle of the day, without any water. So what does Old Sam do? Well, Old Sam decides he better go after the crazy woman and talk some sense into her before the heat melted her brain.”

      Sam looked down at Rosa and Timmy. Both sleepy campers were dropping off. “Off I go,” he continued, “down the hot road leading out of my town, with two bottles of water in my hand, feeling mighty grumpy. And wouldn't you know it, before I could catch up to Mrs. Blake, a rattlesnake crawls out onto the road. Boy, did I ever jump back a good hundred feet.” Sam began lowering his voice. “Now I had a rattlesnake between me and a crazy woman. I had no choice but to make a big loop around the snake, which meant I had to walk off the road and out into the desert... I didn't get far before I ran into another snake...boy, did I jump out of my hide and make a run for it...” Sam stopped talking and checked on Rosa and Timmy again. “Out like little lights,” he whispered, leaned down, kissed Rosa and Timmy on their foreheads, and crept out of the bedroom only to run into Momma Peach. “Oh, hello.”

      “Was that a true story?” Momma Peach asked Sam in a curious voice.

      “Well,” Sam said slowly and grinned, “it was a really hot day.”

      “Uh-huh,” Momma Peach made a face at Sam and peeked her head into the bedroom. “Oh, my sweet babies,” she whispered, “how I love you so.”

      Sam gently pulled Momma into the small but welcoming living room. “What's the plan, Momma Peach?”

      Momma Peach checked a wall clock. “We have half an hour before we have to get our backsides over to that truck stop.” Momma Peach sat down on a comfortable white sofa. “Not bad,” she said, looking around. “Mr. John has good taste.”

      “Momma Peach,” Sam begged, “what's your plan?”

      “Andy Pracks,” Momma Peach said, becoming serious. “Mr. John is still watching him for us, but we'll need to go fetch the snake in a few minutes.”

      “Fetch him?” Sam asked. He drew in a deep breath. “Okay, Momma Peach, I'm all ears.”

      Momma Peach folded her arms together. “Andy Pracks is going to be our pick-up man,” she explained.

      “Pick-up man?” Sam asked.

      “He's going to stand at the back door, with his hands and feet still tied together of course, and greet Mr. Coplin.” Momma Peach settled back on the couch and yawned. “My, I could fall asleep right here and now, yes sir and yes, ma’am.”

      “Momma Peach,” Sam pleaded, “don't get distracted.”

      “Oh, I ain't getting nowhere near distracted. Well, maybe I would if I were back home eating one of Mrs. Edwards’ lousy biscuits. But I ain't back home. I am stuck here in this storm with my babies trying to figure out how to catch a deadly snake without getting bit.”

      “And Andy Pracks is the bait?” Sam asked.

      “He sure is,” Momma Peach explained. “It's going to take one snake to catch another snake,” she explained and patted the couch. “Sit down, Mr. Sam, and let me explain.”

      Sam sat down next to Momma Peach. He leaned back his head and closed his eyes. “This feels nice,” he said and nearly drifted off to sleep. “Talk to me, Momma Peach.”

      “Well,” Momma Peach told Sam, “it occurred to me that Coplin wants Andy Pracks dead. So why not let the man kill Andy Pracks himself? Or at least try. You see, Mr. Sam, all we have right now is the word of a killer who thinks he’s still got power over us. So we need to knock Coplin down a notch and catch him in the act of murder...attempted murder, that is.”

      “Of Andy Pracks.”

      “That's right,” Momma Peach told Sam. “Now listen, I took myself up there to that attic and beat some sense into that snake...or at least it seems that way. I can clearly see darkness in that monster's eyes. But for the time being, he's willing to play along. I am guessing he's hoping to turn Coplin back to his side once his boss arrives. But I know that Coplin sure ain't interested in the likes of Andy Pracks.”

      “Momma Peach, we’re taking a mighty big chance here,” Sam said and opened his eyes. “But then again, I’ve never known you to play it safe. You're a very unconventional woman who plays a dangerous game of cards, even when you’ve only got a pair of fours in your hand.”

      Momma Peach chuckled to herself. “You said it. But I also understand the minds of ugly people and how they think.” Momma Peach checked the wall clock again. The lights flickered and dimmed.

      “I better go check the generator.” Sam stood up, stretched his back and checked the time. “I'll hurry.”

      Momma Peach stood up and walked Sam out into the lobby. “I also called Martha and told her to keep an eye out for Coplin,” she explained and looked at the coffee station. “Martha and those nice truckers have our backs, Mr. Sam. I think this night will end in a good way, you wait and see. Now hurry with that generator and meet me back upstairs in the attic. Time is ticking away.”

      Sam jogged out of the lobby toward the utility room. Momma Peach hurried over to the coffee station and made two cups of hot coffee and then got her backside back up to the attic.

      When she got there, John gave her an agitated look. “I need to check on the generator,” John told Momma Peach, watching the light in the attic grow dim and begin flickering.

      “Mr. Sam is checking on the generator. The man is an expert,” Momma Peach assured John. And true to her word, a couple of minutes later the light in the attic grew brighter and stopped flickering. “See, I told you.” She looked at Andy. “Now listen, turkey, we're going to walk across the street to that truck stop. I expect you to behave yourself and do like we told you, or else.”

      “I'll tell Coplin you'll kill me if he doesn't give me the money,” Andy hissed at Momma Peach. “I'll play your game.”

      “Coplin wants you dead, chump, so you better play my game or you’ve got even worse odds of getting out of this alive,” Momma Peach warned Andy. “If you want to live to see daylight you better slap some sense into that head of yours.”

      “You think you're smart, don't you?” Andy asked Momma Peach. “Well, let me tell you something, lady. Mr. Coplin isn't a stupid man. A man like him didn't achieve his position by being stupid. Mr. Coplin has worked for some very powerful people in his time. The man is an ex-Navy Seal, too. You're going up against a trained killer who scares even me. You think you can beat him?”

      “Yeah, yeah, trained killer, real bad guy, yadda, yadda, yadda,” Momma Peach yawned. “Boy, I have heard those sob stories before.”

      “You're a dead woman,” Andy promised Momma Peach and tucked his head down, expecting to receive another beating.

      “Boy,” Momma Peach said, spotting Sam entering the attic, “when daylight comes, the only dead person around here is going to be you if you don't shut your mouth and do right.”

      “Generator was running low on fuel. I topped it off,” Sam told John and clapped him on the shoulder. “Are we ready?” he asked Momma Peach.

      “Baby,” Momma Peach told Sam and handed him a coffee, “I am past ready to get this night over with.”

      Across the street at the truck stop, Martha, Beth and a few truckers were stationed at every window keeping an eye out for Vern Coplin. “Oh, Momma Peach,” Martha worried aloud, “I sure hope you know what you're doing.” Martha didn't know Momma Peach very well and simply hoped it would not all end in tragedy. If she had known Momma Peach better, she would have known that no one got the best of Momma Peach in a fight.
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      Vern Coplin crept through the raging blizzard, stopped behind a tall pine tree, and studied the back of the truck stop through a pair of night vision goggles. He searched for any signs of life and came across a very cold Andy Pracks standing at the back door of the truck stop standing in an “at ease” military stance, as far as he could tell. “You're a dead man,” Vern promised and continued to survey the area. No one else was in sight and the truck stop windows were all darkened and shuttered. “Okay,” he said, whipped out his cell phone, and dialed Andy's phone. “This is Coplin. I'm around back.”

      “Good,” Momma Peach told Vern and peeked out of the back kitchen window of the truck stop. She searched the storm and rested her eyes on the tree line about five hundred meters away. “Mr. Andy Pracks is getting mighty cold, so you better hurry up with my money, boy.”

      “Not so fast,” Vern said. He wasn't anxious to walk into a trap. “I want Andy to meet me halfway, is that clear?”

      “Clear as ice,” Momma Peach said, “but no deal. Andy Pracks is staying right where he is, chump. If you don't like that deal, then take a hike and let me go to the media with my little old recording.”

      Vern squeezed the cell phone so tight he nearly broke it in half. “No! But no tricks,” he growled.

      “Boy,” Momma Peach said, “I ain't interested in bouncing a ball off my nose. You just get my money to Andy Pracks and take a hike. I'll deal with Andy after my money is delivered.”

      Vern rotated his eyes back to Andy. The man was standing very still, staring out at the tree line. “Fine,” he said. “I'm moving up to Andy now. If I see anyone appear, I'm going to detonate the explosives,” he warned Momma Peach.

      “Just bring me my money, chump,” Momma Peach told Andy and ended the call. She turned around to Martha. “Okay, Mr. Sam is up on the roof with Mr. Ralph. Their job is to film Coplin, who will most likely try and put a bullet in Andy Pracks. Your job is to get the hot water boiling...and don't forget to put as much cayenne pepper as you can find, too.”

      “Yes, Momma Peach,” Martha said and waved at a short, old woman standing next to the main stove. “Okay, Beth, let's get the water boiling.” Beth waved at Momma Peach and turned on the stove. “What are you going to do, Momma Peach?” she asked.

      “I am going to wait for Mr. Sam to give me the green light,” Momma Peach told Martha. “When Mr. Sam does, you just make sure those nice truckers come running like linebackers.”

      “Will do,” Martha promised.

      “Thanks,” Momma Peach told Martha and hurried into the main dining room. The dining room was empty. Every trucker, except for Ralph—the nice trucker who had given Timmy his nephew’s snowsuit and wanted to help even more by taking a stakeout position on the roof—was tucked away inside their trucks waiting to be called out by Martha. “Not a good time for a potty break,” Momma Peach said and ran to the ladies bathroom. “Darn Tabasco,” she fussed, cramming her body into a small stall just in the nick of time. When Momma Peach finished using the bathroom she reached for the toilet paper. “Oh, give me strength, there ain't no toilet paper,” she cried. “Oh, give me strength!” She started fumbling in her purse for some tissues instead.

      While Momma Peach remained trapped in the stall, Sam eased his head up over the edge of the roof and looked out at the storm. He spotted a shadowy figure exit the trees at the far edge of the truck stop lot and begin moving toward Andy. “Here he comes,” he told Ralph.

      “Don't worry, Sam, my cameras are up and running,” Ralph said, monitoring a handheld security screen. The poor man was hunkered down in a pile of snow shivering his butt off. “I'm spoiled by the warmth of my truck,” he told Sam through chattering teeth.

      Sam patted Ralph on his shoulder. “It's cold,” he agreed, “but you're doing just fine. Just a little bit longer, I hope. We're very blessed that you were around.”

      “When Martha told me Momma Peach was searching for a security camera I knew I was the man she needed. When I'm not driving trucks, I work private security. I keep the equipment on hand just in case. It helps pay the bills.”

      Sam kept his eyes on the dark figure below. Vern Coplin was easing through the snow, looking to his left and then to his right, searching for any signs of a trap, gripping a deadly gun in his right hand while holding a black, empty briefcase in his left hand. “I'm going to see to it that you get a nice thank you,” Sam promised Ralph. “Okay, my friend, let me use your cell phone.” Ralph handed Sam his cell phone and then tucked his head down against a strong gust of wind. Sam did the same. “Wind is cold enough to cut a man in half,” he complained.

      “Worst storm I've ever seen,” Ralph said, blocking snow from his face. He looked at the security camera and spotted Vern about fifty meters away from Andy. “You better call Momma Peach fast.”

      Sam hunkered down onto his knees, bent over, and called Momma Peach. Momma Peach heard Andy Pracks’ cell phone ringing from the pocket of her coat. The only problem was that her coat was waiting for her on the counter outside the bathroom stall, while she continued to dig in her massive pocketbook for tissues. “Oh, give me strength!” she cried. “Of all the timing! This Tabasco sauce will be the death of me…”

      Sam let the phone ring ten times and then hung up. “Momma Peach didn't answer,” he said in a worried voice. “I'm going down to check on her. You keep your camera pointed right at Coplin, okay, Ralph?”

      “You got it, Sam,” Ralph said, watching Vern approach Andy. “I'm catching every move Coplin is making. Hopefully, he'll do exactly what Momma Peach thinks he's going to do and we catch it on camera.”

      “Let's hope,” Sam said and trudged over to a door on the roof. He pulled the door open and descended down a flight of metal stairs that ended in the kitchen. He spotted Martha and Beth standing in the dark kitchen, lit only by the light of a single gas ring burning. “Where is Momma Peach?” he asked in a worried voice.

      “She went into the other room,” Martha told Sam. “Is anything the matter?”

      “Momma Peach didn't answer my call just now. Coplin is right outside the back door,” Sam explained and ran into the dining room. “Momma Peach?” he called out. “Momma Peach, where are you?”

      “Oh, give me strength…Mr. Sam! In here,” Momma Peach's voice floated into the dining room and reached Sam's ears.

      “Bathroom,” Sam said and ran to the back of the dining room and cut down a small hallway. “Good grief,” Sam said. “Momma Peach?” He eased into the ladies’ room.

      “Mr. Sam!” Momma Peach yelled. “I had…an emergency…and no toilet paper!”

      Sam put his hand over his mouth—and his nose—and fought back laughter. “You picked a good time to get trapped in the ladies’ room, Momma Peach. Coplin is right outside.”

      “I don't need a lecture, Mr. Sam, I need a roll of toilet paper to wipe my tush with. Now get me some or our whole plan is doomed,” Momma Peach begged.

      Sam found an extra roll on the wash counter by Momma Peach’s coat and yelled, “Incoming,” and tossed the roll of toilet paper over the top of the stall.

      Momma Peach caught the toilet paper with a sigh of relief. “Oh Mr. Sam, you're a hero. Now get out and let me have my privacy!”

      “You got it,” Sam said and ran back out into the hallway.

      Momma Peach quickly cleaned up and hurried her short little legs out into the hallway. “Thank you, Sam,” she said and hugged him so tight he nearly lost consciousness.

      “Momma Peach, can't...breathe...can't breathe...” Sam said with his face turning red above the squeeze of Momma Peach's arms and chest. “Can't...breathe...”

      “Oh,” Momma Peach said and let go of Sam. “Sorry, baby.”

      Sam took a few deep breaths of air. “Love hurts sometimes,” he said. “Come on, we better hustle back to the kitchen.”

      “I can’t believe my perfect plan was messed up by an explosion of—uh, Tabasco,” Momma Peach moaned and hurried back into the kitchen with Sam. Sam pointed to the stairs. “Okay, hurry,” Momma Peach begged.

      Sam ran back up to the roof, found Ralph, and hunkered down. Ralph held up the security screen he was holding and let Sam see. Sam studied the screen. It appeared that Coplin was talking with Andy. He looked at Ralph and saw the man was now wearing a pair of headphones. “You're hearing the conversation?” he asked. Ralph nodded his head yes. “What are they saying?”

      “Andy Pracks is telling Coplin all about Momma Peach...and about Timmy. He's demanding Coplin go across the street to the inn and grab the boy,” Ralph said in a worried voice.

      “Not good,” Sam said and went for his cell phone. But before he could reach it, Ralph yanked off his headphones. “Coplin is about to shoot...” he began to say but was interrupted by the sound of three bullets firing. Sam threw his eyes down onto the security screen Ralph was holding and watched Andy Pracks crumple down onto the snow.

      Coplin took off and ran around the side of the truck stop just as the back door opened and hot, scalding water laced with cayenne pepper was thrown out. “No!” Sam yelled and exploded back down the stairs into the kitchen. “Coplin is going for Timmy!” he yelled at Momma Peach.

      Momma Peach threw down the pot she was holding. The pot crashed down onto the kitchen floor with a loud bang. “Mr. Sam—”

      “No time!” Sam yelled and grabbed Momma Peach by her arm and yanked her outside into the storm and started running across the road through the snow drifts. He spotted Coplin enter through the front door. “He's inside already!”

      “Oh, my babies,” Momma Peach cried. “Momma Peach's plan—”

      “Andy Pracks told Coplin to snatch Timmy, Momma Peach. Your plan was a good one, but sometimes a snake can bite even when it's wounded,” Sam yelled over the howling winds as he raced across the street.

      Momma Peach felt tears sting her eyes. She didn't count on Andy Pracks mentioning Timmy to Coplin. She assumed the snake would beg for his life. “I made a horrible mistake.”

      “No, you didn't,” Sam told Momma Peach, working his way through knee-deep snow. “Momma Peach, we'll win this war yet, you wait and see.”

      Momma Peach wiped at her tears as she forced her short legs to move through the snow. When she finally reached the front lobby door she heard three gunshots explode from inside. “No!” she cried and ripped the front door open and ran inside. John was waiting for her.

      “It's okay, Momma Peach,” John said and lowered his gun. “The man is dead.”

      Momma Peach slid to a stop inches away from the dead body of Vern Coplin. Vern was lying on his back dressed in a black military-style assault suit that now had three holes in the chest area. Momma Peach burst out into tears, ran past the body, and wrapped her arms around John. “Oh, my hero!” Momma Peach cried.

      John began fighting for air as she clung to him and sobbed in relief. “Momma Peach...I can't breathe...”

      “Who cares,” Momma Peach cried and hugged John even tighter.

      Sam walked up to John and patted him on the shoulder. “Well done, soldier.”

      John lifted up his right hand and made a thumbs up. Sam smiled and walked into John's apartment, made his way back to the bedroom where Rosa and Timmy were sleeping and checked on them. Rosa was cuddled up next to Timmy, safe and warm, sound asleep. “Sleep, babies,” Sam said and sat down on the edge of the bed and pulled the comforter up to Rosa's chin again.

      Momma Peach appeared in the doorway, hurried over to the bed, bent down, kissed Rosa on her forehead and then kissed Timmy. “My sweet babies,” she cried in a soft voice.

      Rosa stirred. “Momma Peach?” she asked in a sleepy voice. “Is everything okay?”

      “Everything is perfect,” Momma Peach told Rosa and wiped her tears away. “Go back to sleep, okay?”

      Rosa closed her eyes and went back to sleep. Sam smiled and gently pulled Momma Peach out into the hallway and closed the door. “Momma Peach, you can't hate yourself, you hear me? We both agreed to use Andy Pracks as bait, assuming the man would beg Coplin for his life.”

      “Oh, but I was stupid to think that snake would do as I ordered him,” Momma Peach fussed at herself. “But,” she said, relieved that her babies were safe and sound after all, “sometimes even Momma Peach needs a little help.”

      John wheeled himself down the hallway. “I called the sheriff. He ordered me to stay put and said he'd get here whenever he could,” John explained. “I guess there's no rush.”

      “No rush at all, Mr. John,” Momma Peach agreed and looked at the heroic man in the wheelchair before her. “Heroes come in all forms, Mr. John, and you're one of the greatest heroes I know.” Momma Peach bent down and kissed John on his cheek.

      John smiled and kissed Momma Peach right back. “Let's go get us a cup of coffee and some donuts,” he said. “Sam, if you don't mind, drag the body outside into the snow.”

      “Gladly,” Sam said and stretched his back, “and then I'm going to get me some sleep...a hot shower first...and then sleep.”

      “Baby,” Momma Peach said and took Sam's hand, “we can't sleep yet. We have to get ourselves back across the street and tell Martha and Mr. Ralph that everything is okay.”

      Sam let out a moan and looked down at his snow-caked boots. “Sure, fine, why not,” he said and let his head drop. “Old Sam might as well catch pneumonia while he's at it.”

      Momma Peach chuckled to herself. “Next time, let me choose where we go on vacation.”

      Sam lifted his head and looked into Momma Peach's eyes. “You bet,” he said. “John, we'll be back in a few minutes.”

      “Drag the body out the door with you,” John told Sam and winked at Momma Peach. Momma Peach winked right back. Outside, the storm continued to rage, but somehow that didn't matter anymore because the battle was over.
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        * * *

      

      Momma Peach dug her toes down into the warmest, whitest sand she had ever seen in her life. “Ah,” she said and leaned back in a bright blue beach chair wearing a one-piece pink bathing suit, a straw sun hat, a pair of sunglasses and a smile. The bathing suit might make her look like an overgrown pink flamingo, but Momma Peach didn't care. The ocean was clear and blue, the waves soft and gentle, and the sky bright and warm. Who cared? “Mr. Sam, this is just what the doctor ordered,” she smiled.

      Sam folded his arms back behind his head and watched Timmy and Rosa playing in the gentle waves. “Sure is nice,” he said and pulled his cowboy hat down and closed his eyes. “Nice day to take a long nap.”

      Momma Peach looked over at Sam and chuckled at the bright yellow and blue button-up shirt he was wearing over a pair of baggy tropical-print swim trunks. “Mr. Sam, you look a bit like a deranged tourist.”

      “At least I ain’t dressed like a pink flamingo,” Sam grinned.

      “You’re about to be dressed like shark food if you don’t watch your mouth,” Momma Peach promised and focused her eyes on Timmy and Rosa. Rosa was splashing water at Timmy. “Well, Mr. Sam, I am so glad the custody process worked out so well. I have custody of my sweet Timothy. The adoption process is going to take a little time, but we have time.”

      “Yep,” Sam said in a sleepy voice. “Momma Peach, we have all the time in the world.”

      Momma Peach smiled and took Sam's hand. “Mr. Sam?”

      “Yes?” Sam asked.

      “I know you want to move to Alaska when Mr. Nate decides to sell his lodge to you...and I love the lodge and think Alaska is mighty beautiful...but I don't want you to leave. Oh, I know I can come and spend time at the lodge...but...I’ll always want you at home where you belong.”

      Sam raised his cowboy hat and studied Momma Peach's face. “You mean that, don't you?” he asked.

      Momma Peach nodded her head. “Look at those babies, Mr. Sam.” Sam looked at Rosa and Timmy. “They are gonna need all the love they can get. Rosa isn't admitting it, but she's sad that her grandparents moved back to Mexico. She needs a good, upstanding father figure. And Timmy, that precious baby, is a lost child who needs more love than I can give.”

      “Your love is all that boy needs,” Sam corrected Momma Peach.

      Momma Peach watched Timmy run up onto the beach, wave at her, and then begin building a sandcastle with Rosa. “I know love is all anyone needs, and that's why I know that if you left...a big hole would form in the hearts of a whole lot of people.”

      “I'm just an old desert hound, Momma Peach. I'm nothing special.”

      “That's a lie,” Momma Peach told Sam. “You're a good man, Mr. Sam, and I don't say those words to too many of the male species.”

      Sam didn't know what to say. “Momma Peach, I...” he began to speak but stopped and let his eyes rest on Timmy and Rosa. He watched them build a sandcastle and then begin throwing sand at each other. Rosa let out a loud shriek of laughter and ran back to the ocean with Timmy on her heels. Then he thought about the lodge he wanted to buy in Alaska. He saw himself alone, renting out his rooms to a few hunters who would come and go with the wind. He saw the long stretches of quiet when no one would come to the lodge at all. What he didn't see was Momma Peach, Rosa, Timmy, Michelle, Mandy, Able, Millie and even Old Joe. What he didn't see was Momma Peach in her kitchen baking her famous peach pies or fussing over the food at the diner. What he didn't see was Timmy and Rosa playing together. What he didn't see was Michelle sipping coffee and laughing at Momma Peach when her ornery Aunt Rachel called. What he didn't see was...family. It made him think long and hard.

      After a moment, Sam turned to Momma Peach with a thoughtful look. “I spent a lot of time alone in my desert, Momma Peach. I trained myself to not miss the world because I never got to see much of it.”

      “But the world is right in front of you, Mr. Sam,” Momma Peach said and squeezed Sam's hand. “Look over there.”

      Sam turned his head and saw Michelle pushing John down a wooden ramp with Able at her side. Michelle had a peaceful smile on her face. He smiled, remembering that Michelle had not looked so peaceful when she had found them in Tennessee after the snow storm ended not too long ago. “It didn't take long for Michelle to get to Mableville, did it? She arrived before the storm ended.”

      “And filled my ear but good,” Momma Peach chuckled. “I am no longer allowed to go anywhere without Detective Michelle Chan at my side...and I wouldn't have it any other way.”

      Sam watched Michelle wheel John over. He smiled at her beauty but smiled even more at the black leather jacket she was wearing over a black one-piece swimsuit. “Aren't you hot?” he asked Michelle.

      “No,” Michelle said and touched the straw sun hat she wore over her black hair. “This hat keeps me cool,” she told Sam. “Momma Peach, there's a call waiting for you up at the soda counter. The man said it was really important.”

      “Oh?” Momma Peach asked. “Okay,” she said and stood up. “Mr. Sam—”

      “Momma Peach,” Sam interrupted Momma Peach with a smile, “maybe Old Sam will put buying Nate's lodge on hold right now. I think I'll stick around. I’d like to see Timmy turn eighteen.”

      Tears began dropping from Momma Peach's eyes. She leaned down and kissed Sam on his nose. “Who else will bring me my toilet paper?”

      “Toilet paper?” Able asked with sunscreen spread all over his nose. The poor young man was wearing a red button-up shirt, blue shorts, black socks and sandals that made him look as old as a Florida retiree.

      “An inside joke,” Sam laughed. He looked at Able and shook his head. “Good to see you, son.”

      “I know, I know,” Michelle told Sam, “but he's mine.”

      Momma Peach took off her sun hat and clamped it down on Able's head. “Here, baby, take a load off,” she said and chuckled at John. John was sitting in his wheelchair with a smile on his face. “What are you smiling at, old man?” she asked.

      John pointed at Timmy and Rosa. “Those two,” John told Momma Peach. “Thanks for inviting me along,” he said. “I guess I was in need of a vacation. After being drilled by the sheriff and the FBI, I felt like my brain was going to melt. I'm just glad this beautiful young woman showed up when she did and helped me deal with the law.”

      “I was happy to help,” Michelle told John. “Even if you're innocent, the FBI has a bad tendency to treat you like you're guilty.”

      “Jerks,” Able said. “John is an honorably discharged veteran and the FBI treated him like he was a criminal.”

      “The FBI treated us all like criminals,” Sam pointed out. “The bodies of four men who are now causing a whole lot of people some serious problems got tossed into their laps. The FBI doesn't like us civilians taking the law into our own hands and causing them headaches.”

      “Exactly,” Michelle said and sat down in a yellow sun chair. She patted a red chair. “Sit down, honey.” Able sat down next to Michelle and began rubbing more sunscreen on his nose. Momma Peach shook her head at him. “What's important is that you managed to save a town from some very corrupt people and I'm very proud of you. But next time...call me,” Michelle begged.

      “Baby,” Momma Peach, “I don't want there to be a next time.”

      “There's always a next time,” Michelle sighed. “Momma Peach, you better go answer your call.”

      “Oh, yeah,” Momma Peach said and got moving across the warm sand to the snack bar. She heard Sam ask Michelle how someone so short could move so fast. “I heard that, Mr. Sam...no peach pie for you!” she yelled over her shoulder and exited the beach. “Now who could be calling me?” she asked.

      Momma Peach walked up to a refreshment hut covered with straw. A man who looked like a local was leaning on a bamboo counter drinking a cold soda. “Momma Peach?” he asked.

      “That's me,” Momma Peach said and cast a flirty wink. The man grinned and tipped Momma Peach a wink back. “My baby said I had a phone call?”

      “Right here,” the man said and handed Momma Peach a phone shaped like a coconut.

      Momma Peach chuckled and took the phone. “Get me a peach soda, will you please?” she said to the man and put the phone to her ear. “Momma Peach speaking.”

      “Pauline?” Aunt Rachel asked in an angry voice. “Girl, where have you been? You missed our bridge game last night.”

      “Oh no,” Momma Peach let out a loud sigh. “How did she find me here…No, Aunt Rachel, this isn’t Pauline. How did you even get this number?”

      Aunt Rachel grinned to herself as she flipped through the channels on her television. She was sure bored and needed entertainment. “Pauline, why did you miss our game night, girl? You know Frank wanted to sit next to you.”

      “I'm not Pauline,” Momma Peach cried. “I'm Caroline, your niece!”

      “Did you say you moved to North Carolina, Pauline? You know Frank is going to be upset that you moved away without telling him,” Aunt Rachel chided.

      “I'm not Pauline!” Momma Peach yelled. The man at the front counter eased away from Momma Peach like a man trying to escape a bomb before it exploded. “Aunt Rachel, this is Caroline...your niece...please...”

      “Pauline, you don't have a niece. Why, you never even married. Shame on you,” Aunt Rachel said and found herself a rerun to watch.

      “Who is Pauline, anyway?” Momma Peach cried and knocked the phone into her head in frustration. “How did you even know where I was...” Momma Peach stopped talking and looked down at the beach. “Oh, I am going to get you,” she said and gritted her teeth.

      “Get who, Pauline?” Aunt Rachel asked. “You still mad at Bertha for sitting next to Frank at church? I told you—”

      “Listen, old woman,” Momma Peach ground out, “I ain't got time to put up with you...so go eat a prune or something.”

      Aunt Rachel let out a hearty, toothless laugh. “Pauline, my, but you're getting a mouth on you.”

      “I'll deal with you later, Aunt Rachel,” Momma Peach said, hung up the phone, and walked back to the beach with her peach soda clutched in one hand. The ice clinked, and the liquid sloshed over the side as she walked fast. “Michelle, honey,” she said in a voice that caused Michelle to jump to her feet. “Baby, how did Aunt Rachel know where little ol' Momma Peach was at?”

      “Now, Momma Peach,” Michelle said and began backing away down the beach, “I was just having a little fun...”

      “Oh, we're going to have a little fun,” Momma Peach promised and set her soda down by her sun chair. Then she kicked her feet in the sand a little, the way a bull does before charging a rodeo clown.

      Michelle held out her hands. “I was only paying you back for worrying me the way you did...”

      “Oh, payback is gonna be all mine.”

      Michelle let out a desperate laugh. “Momma Peach…please…be reasonable! I was only having fun...”

      “Fun?” Momma Peach snorted, “oh, I love fun. Guess what? We're about to have all the fun in the world.”

      “I better run, huh?” Michelle asked.

      “Yes, you should run as fast as you can.”

      Michelle bit down on her lip and looked at Able for help. “You put this on yourself, sweetheart,” he said and rubbed more sunscreen into his face. Michelle winced and looked at Sam for help. Sam shook his head no. Michelle looked at John for help. John shook his head no and told Michelle to run. Michelle swallowed and then took off running down the beach.

      “It's on!” Momma Peach yelled and took off after Michelle like lightning. She pushed Michelle down to the water and dived at her legs. Michelle toppled down into a wave. “Help me!” Momma Peach yelled at Timmy.

      “No!” Michelle laughed and spit salt water out of her mouth. “Timmy, please...”

      Timmy ran up to Michelle and began splashing water on her while Momma Peach sat down on her legs.

      Rosa shook her head and walked up to Sam. “What's that all about?” she asked.

      “It's better we don't know,” Sam told Rosa, watching Timmy and Momma Peach torture poor Michelle. Michelle was crying out for mercy and then she grabbed Timmy and began tickling him. Timmy began laughing and fell into Michelle's arms. Michelle hugged and kissed him. Timmy embraced Michelle right back and even gave her a shy little peck on the cheek.

      “Well,” Rosa said and shook the sand off her bathing suit, “I think I'll go get me an ice cream cone. Anyone want to come with me?”

      “I'll go,” John told Rosa. Rosa smiled and stationed herself behind John's wheelchair and helped him off the beach.

      Sam leaned back in his chair and closed his eyes. “Able, life is good.”

      Able watched Momma Peach let go of Michelle's legs and drag her out into a wave. “Yeah, life is good,” he agreed. “Except for this awful sunburn. And let me tell you how sick I got in China.” Sam listened to Able begin complaining about how a bowl of bad noodles had turned him—supposedly—deathly ill. Down on the beach, Momma Peach continued to exact her revenge on Michelle with the help of Timmy, who was having the time of his life. Yeah, life was good.

      “Momma Peach...have mercy…I was just having a little fun...” Michelle's voice filled the air as she laughed at Momma Peach and Timmy who began dragging her back to shore by the hand, promising to bury her in the sand.

      “Maybe I should go help Michelle?” Able asked.

      Sam opened his eyes and saw Momma Peach and Timmy begin burying Michelle in the sand. “Able, it's best if we stay where we are.” Sam lowered his head and drifted off into a peaceful nap. He dreamed he was back in his desert town. Only, in this dream, his town was filled with his new family. He saw Momma Peach baking a peach pie, Timmy playing ball in the street, Rosa and Mandy talking under the shade of a tree, Michelle and Able sitting on the front porch of the hotel, Old Joe playing cards with Millie, and faces he couldn't recognize off in the distance. No matter, he thought in his dream, life was good, and dreams were meant to be enjoyed.

      Far away in Georgia, a man wearing a gray overcoat walked up to Momma Peach's bakery, studied the closed sign on the front door, and walked away. “When you come home, Momma Peach, we'll play,” the man said in a menacing low tone. He walked to Mrs. Edwards’ diner and had himself a delicious lunch. “Thanks for the meal,” he told Mrs. Edwards and left a generous tip. “Hurry home, Momma Peach. I'm anxious to begin our game.”
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