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Chapter One
 

http://www.fmwriters.com/


Jean Hays trudged across the fairgrounds. Sweat dripped down her
temples. The sun beat down out of a cornflower-blue sky while end-of-the-
monsoon season thunderheads built up into towering blinding white and
ominous portents of future rain. Wish I'd remembered my hat. That's what I
get. March had seemed so pleasant. Who knew September would mimic an oven
with misters?

She reached the first of two shipping containers the Hise County Fair used
as storage lockers. They called them Conex boxes. Jean remembered seeing
them on every Air Force base she'd ever been on. She glanced at the cloud
studded sky. Rain every year for the fair, she'd heard the Exhibits team say
before she'd trudged to the storage container where the plastic tubs of left
over ribbons, banners and other fair paraphernalia resided the rest of the
year. She wiped her face and hoped the units were unlocked. The Fair Board
President, Arris Van Horn wasn't answering his phone. I hope Arris came by
and unlocked these. He should have them open by now. Jean examined the two-
part mechanism to open the container. She briefly touched the handles. The
doors received full sun all day. They were hot but not hot enough to give a
burn. Jean pulled on one lever. Part of the mechanism moved a rod that
connected with a top and bottom notch but it didn't allow the door to open.
She wiped the sweat from her forehead. I really need to learn to wear a hat.

Jean had moved to Greyson, Arizona in February. It had been winter–
there was even a bit of snow. Old northeastern habits died hard, she never
used to wear a hat. Now, though, she wished for her wide-brim hiking hat to
give her some relief. Must be ninety degrees out here.

She tried the second handle on the door. It lifted another bar. Maybe both
of them at the same time? Jean lifted them both. The vertical bars lifted and
lowered, freeing the door. She tugged it open. Now I don't have to track Arris
down. He had the keys and the combinations to every lock and door on the
fairgrounds. Jean was totally dependent on his expertise. She hadn't been VP
of Exhibits more than four months so she was still learning how things
worked in this county.

She swung the container doors open wide. The doorway was a tangled
mess of everything the fairgrounds needed to have stored. Jean pulled a
wooden tripod out of the doorway and used it to prop the right-hand door
open. It looked as though it was a sign post. A lot of other events that were
held at the fairgrounds used these containers. Five feet into the container she
wished she'd brought a flashlight. Sweat began dripping in earnest as she
peered into the musty darkness. Smells like mice in here. Hope they haven't
gotten into the tubs.



Winding her way past safety cones, stacked tables, buckets of rope, steel
cable and broken metal chairs, she stepped over a pile of rebar to reach her
stack of tubs. One, two, three, four, she counted. Where's the fifth tub? The
heat was giving her a headache so she massaged her temples after she'd
wiped her filthy hands on her shorts. She hauled the bins out to the front of
the container. When those were outside she decided to check farther to the
back. The Exhibits team had been sure there ought to be five bins. A pile of
cardboard boxes labeled Mud Run blocked her way. Jean moved the three
boxes behind her and stepped over a pile of rusting chain. It's creepy and dirty
in here. Let me just find the box and get out.

Squinting, she saw a medium blue tub labeled Fair Ribbons just out of
reach on top of another stack of bins. There you are. She wiped her face again
and held her breath. The smell of dead things was overwhelming. I hope
nothing crawled into my bin. The ribbons will be ruined. She picked her way
past boxes, rusting metal things she couldn't identify and a broken ladder. She
pulled the tilted bin toward her–just a little more—and then the whole pile of
bins fell over with a godawful racket. Her bin slid to the floor, taking part of
her thumbnail with it and raising a cloud of dust.

"Owww!" she cried as she jerked her hand away and stuck the injured digit
in her mouth. In front of her, the two doors of a metal cabinet against the
right-hand wall of the container creaked open and a desiccated human body
fell out of it in seeming slow motion.

In the moments it fell, her eyes were wide as her brain tried to make
sense of the situation; she could see long hair trailing behind the head as the
thing toppled. Female, was her instant thought, especially as the body wore a
woman's pink down vest. The vest was discolored with rust stains. Then Jean
realized that the discoloration must be body fluids. Her stomach rolled and as
the thing hit the bin at her feet, she shrieked and scrambled outside.

Panting, she stared at the gaping mouth of the container. Jean pulled her
cell phone out of her pocket and dialed 911. When the operator answered she
said, "This is Jean Hays, VP of Exhibits at the fairgrounds. I just found a dead
body in the storage container on the southwest side of the grounds."

 
 
 

Chapter Two
 
Standing inside the yellow crime scene tape next to an ambulance, Jean

watched what looked like complete chaos as an EMT bandaged her thumb.



"That should do it." He smoothed the tape. "You should get a tetanus shot,
too. The Emergency Care place over on the corner of the highway and
Longview Street can take care of you. If you go to the hospital emergency
room it'll cost more."

"Thanks." Jean examined her thumb. "I'll do that." She nodded toward the
crowd of milling police, the coroner and EMTs. "Crime scenes always look
like this?"

He shrugged. "Don't know. There hasn't been a murder in town since I
started working eleven years ago."

They were interrupted by a uniformed officer. "Who said it was a
murder?" He was about six foot, wearing a tan uniform over a well-muscled
body. This guy didn't sit around drinking coffee and eating donuts. He was
clean shaven with a chiseled face, all planes and cheekbones. The dark blue
eyes under bushy brows looked as though they didn't miss much. Fancy
insignia marched along the shirt's shoulder epaulets. He had cowboy boots on
his feet. They seemed incongruous to her.

"It looked like a murder to me." Jean nodded her thanks to the EMT who
gave her a wink and left. The officer's tone annoyed her. She held out her
right hand. "I'm Jean Hays."

He shook her hand after a brief look of suspicion. "I'm Chief of Police
Nick White. You found the body?"

"Scared the crap out of me. Fell out of the double door cabinet. Stuff was
piled in front of it that held the doors closed. If it was a suicide, how'd stuff
get piled in front of the door?" She jerked her chin at the small crowd
gathering outside the tape. "The press is here."

Chief White turned to see a photographer taking pictures with a long lens.
"That's Scott Duley, works for the town newspaper. The editor will be calling
me soon for the story." He turned back to her. "Did you recognize the body?"

"No." Jean was hot and wanted a drink of water. A whole bottle of icy cold
water sounded really good, what with the sun beating down on her head. "Not
really. I mean, I think it was female, long hair and a pink jacket, but it was too
dark in there and I was busy getting out. I've only lived here a few months,
anyway. Most people are still strangers."

His left eyebrow cocked up. "A newcomer? You're on the Fair Board.
How'd that happen?"

Jean shrugged. His tone indicated he didn't think much of new residents.
"Not hard. They needed volunteers and I'm a good organizer."

Nick eyed her. "You have the keys to the Conex?" He studied her
reaction.



She shook her head. "Sorry, Chief, I don't. Arris Van Horn holds the keys."
"So the box was just open?" He adjusted his equipment belt, then the

cowboy hat.
It was Jean's turn to raise an eyebrow. "Sure. We're setting up the fair.

Volunteers are in and out of this thing all day." She furrowed her brow. "You
think Arris did this? A poor place to hide a body, since he's in charge of the
container."

The Chief sniffed. "It's a small town and I've lived here all my life, as has
Arris. As to whether Arris did it, I don't know, maybe." He looked around and
waved an officer over. "Take Ms. Hays's statement and let her get back to her
business."

"What about my bins?"
"Sorry, we'll have to take them to the lab. They're part of the evidence."

He didn't even look at her, just turned and walked to the gurney where the
body lay covered.

 
 
 

Chapter Three
 
Jean finished giving her statement, then stomped back to the Exhibits

building. She was hot and thirsty and her thumb hurt. The doors to the
building were open, letting in light and air but there was no air conditioning.
She went straight to the cooler she'd brought this morning for the volunteers.
It was full of bottles of water on ice. She grabbed one, twisted the cap off and
started gulping it down. The water was so cold it made her teeth hurt and
gave her instant brain freeze. She winced and pressed her hand to her
forehead.

She heard a laugh behind her. "You shouldn't drink it so fast. You'll have a
stroke or something."

Jean turned around. It was her new friend, Karen Carver, the
Superintendent of Homemaking Arts. Karen was grinning, her blue-gray eyes
crinkled in the corners. A smudge of dirt ran from her cheek to her chin and
her blond hair was coming loose from her pony-tail. It fell in wisps all around
her face. "I'm so thirsty." She held the cold water bottle to her temple. "I
stood around out there in the sun for over an hour."

"You should get a hat."
"Tell me about it." Jean sipped some more of the water. "And I ripped half

my thumbnail off." She held the bandaged thumb up for Karen to see.



"Did you find the bins?"
Jean moved aside as two men carried a display case past. "Thought we'd

try putting the case in the center of the floor," the tall, gray-haired one of the
two said. John Gonzales was the Superintendent of Gems and Minerals, and
had been with the fair in that role for decades. "Seems like people just walk
down the middle of the room and never look at what's displayed on the
sides."

"Sounds like a plan, John. Go ahead and try that. We just need to be sure
there's four feet of space all around it, otherwise the Fire Marshal will make
us move it."

"Sure, I'll make sure."
She and Karen watched them carry the case another twenty feet and set it

down. Sounds of hammering, people chatting and discussing display
arrangements filled the warehouse-sized building. Lucky for Jean all of the
Superintendents had been doing this for years. They didn't need her to tell
them how to set up. She sat down on the cooler lid and finished the water.

"So what happened out there?" Karen tried to smooth all of the wisps of
hair back out of her face.

"Well. After I found four of them, I spotted the last bin on top of a wobbly
stack of boxes in front of a two door cabinet. I pulled it toward me and the
whole stack toppled over. The bin took a chunk of my nail. While I was
nursing that, the cabinet doors creaked open and this dried-up old body fell
out."

Karen gasped, hand over mouth. "So that's what all the commotion was
about. I wondered about all the cop cars. When I saw the ambulance I figured
someone in Livestock got hurt."

"Scared the crap out of me. I shrieked like a little girl and ran out of the
container. I'm lucky I didn't skewer myself on some rusty piece of junk that's
piled in there."

"I'd have screamed, too." Karen shook her head. "Then what?"
"I called 911. The first cop car showed up in just a few minutes. Then it

was a zoo–ambulances, more police cruisers, then gawkers. I saw the
photographer from the paper trying to get pics from outside the crime scene
tape." Jean got up and pulled another bottle of water out of the cooler. She
sipped it this time. "I'm still dehydrated. And I'm supposed to get a tetanus
shot, too."

"Go to the Emergency Care place."
"Yeah, that's what the EMT told me." She looked around at the activity.
"But what about the bins?"



"Oh!" Jean snorted. "They're being held as evidence. I asked the officer
who took my statement how long they'd be held, and he said," she put on a
drawl, "'I don't rightly know, ma'am. I s'pect the Chief would have a better
idea.'" Jean rolled her eyes. "Good night. Do they teach them that drawl in
cop school?"

Karen laughed. "I don't know. But we need those ribbons. What'll you do if
we can't get them back from the cops?"

"When in danger or in doubt, run in circles, scream and shout."
Karen stared. "What?"
It was Jean's turn to laugh. "An old Air Force quote we used to say when it

was hitting the fan and we had to improvise. I guess we'll think of something."
She stood up, drained the bottle of water and dropped it in the trash bag she
had next to the cooler. "Tell you what. I'll go get my shot and afterward I'll
stop by the police station and see if I can't get an estimated time of release on
the bins. Are you all okay here? Need me to get anything?"

Karen waved her off. "Go, get your shot. We'll be fine here. I'll ask around
and see if any of the other Superintendents have ribbon ideas."

Jean grinned. "Thanks, you've got my cell number if you need anything
while I'm gone."

As Jean drove to the Emergency Care office she thought about the Police
Chief's insinuation about Arris. The man didn't strike her as a murderer.
Months ago when she'd answered an article in the local paper, The Green
Valley Gazette, she'd walked into the meeting at the high school Agricultural
class room where the fair board meetings were held. A man at the front of
the room had stood up. He had a sun-reddened face with bright blue eyes, tall,
about six foot two, wearing jeans, a denim shirt, cowboy boots and a wide
friendly grin, and there wasn't a creepy, killer-vibe about him. At the time
she'd noted everyone else in the meeting room for the fair board was
smiling, too.

When the board discussed whether to approve Jean as VP of Exhibits,
Arris sat at the front of the room, waiting quietly for the group to come to a
consensus. She'd liked that. It had shown a level of confidence and
competence that had been quite reassuring.

Jean shook her head. If Arris was a killer then she was a ballerina. Jean
put on her turn signal and pulled into the Emergency Care store-front
parking lot. She turned off the engine and sighed. Her thumb throbbed. She
decided that after the shot, she'd go home and swallow a couple of ibuprofen.
There was no way she wanted to meet with that arrogant Police Chief without
some pain killer in her system.
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Excerpt from Book 2 in the Jean Hays Series: Mystery in
the Woods

 
Jean Hays was doing what she came to Arizona for, hiking. The fall colors

in Arizona were muted, for the most part. Yellow dominated the central
mountain's fall color scheme unless you hiked down into a canyon. Then, the
hiker saw all the colors of an Eastern autumn day. Fallen leaves rustled
underfoot and the smell was pure autumn—dusty, leafy, and woodsy. The sky
was cloudless and she didn't have a name for the color, but it was only seen in
October.

Her hiking partner was her best friend, Karen Carver. They'd first met
when Jean joined the Hise County Fair board. Karen was a Superintendent at
the fair in charge of Homemaking Arts. They'd hit it off right away. The Fair
was over for the year. It was time to enjoy the countryside.

The stream bed they'd been following had a trickle of water in it. It caught
the sky above and reflected that glorious blue. Red and yellow maple leaves
floated along with the water. They were a little over two miles into the hike
when they came to a small pool. Jean called a break. Karen slipped her pack
from her back and pulled out a well used Girl Scout sit-upon.

"Looks like you've had that awhile," Jean said when she saw Karen spread
it on a fallen tree trunk.

"I have." She sat down and pulled a granola bar from her pocket. "It was
my daughter, Peggy's. It's still good, so I use it. I don't know if she even
remembers I still have it." She looked at what Jean was pulling out of her
pack. "What's that?"

"I cut up a foam floating mat to fit in the back of my pack. It's the perfect
size, good protection from wet, cold," she examined a snag on the trunk and
moved down a few inches, "and sharp things." She pulled a baggie of Sungold
cherry tomatoes out of the pack. "The last of the garden cherries from my
neighbor, want some?" Jean held out the bag.

Karen took four and popped one in her mouth. "Oh my, those are so
good."

Jean pulled a water bottle from her pack's outside pocket and drank. Her
eyes focused on something on the opposite side of the pool. "That doesn't
look natural."

She walked around the pool and scrambled part way up the canyon's side



to a tree. "It's a duffle bag," she called down to Karen. "It's a big duffle."
"Who'd carry a duffle bag on a hike?" Karen wondered.
Jean tugged at it. It came loose from where it had lodged against the tree

and rolled down the slope. The rotten canvas, discolored and moldy, split
open when it hit a rock. Jean slipped down the hill and looked inside. "Oh my,
God." She danced away from the bag, back around the pool and stood panting
beside Karen, now standing.

"What's wrong?"
Jean stared at the bag. "It's a body."

 
 

Mystery in the Woods is due out the end of May 2016.
 


