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    LADY JUSTICE  
 
    AND THE  
 
    BLACK WIDOW 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 1 
 
      
 
        Jan Morrison felt the anger, frustration, and indignation building as she watched the evening news. 
 
        State Senator Morton Benjamin had been accused by an intern of sexual harassment. The allegations were made by twenty-two-year-old Cheryl Stokes who had worked with the senator for more than a year. According to Stokes, the senator had made suggestive remarks and touched her inappropriately several times, but it was during the heat of a campaign, so she brushed it off as a reaction to the stress. 
 
        The incident that had sparked the accusation had occurred when she was asked to stay late to help the senator draft a piece of legislation. Allegedly, the senator asked Stokes to perform sexual acts. When she refused, she was threatened with dismissal. 
 
        The news cast showed a clip of the senator, surrounded by his entourage, leaving the capitol building. “Senator Benjamin categorically denies the allegations, saying they are nothing but a ploy by Stokes to generate publicity for herself. At the urging of women’s right groups, the attorney general has agreed to launch an investigation.” 
 
        Jan flicked off the TV and shook her head in disgust. 
 
        The scenario was all too familiar.  
 
        She had been in Cheryl Stokes’ shoes and her heart ached knowing what was ahead for the young woman. 
 
        Her humiliation had come eight years ago at the hands of Professor Frederick Lawton. She was a journalism major at the university and was doing well in all her classes except philosophy. She was barely passing and feared a low mark would jeopardize her scholarship. She approached the professor and asked if he could assign extra work to bring up her grade. He readily agreed and asked her to come by his office after hours. 
 
        When she arrived, she discovered that in order to receive a passing grade she would have to submit to his advances. 
 
        She fled in tears and reported the incident to the university the next day. 
 
        What ensued, she could only describe as a nightmare. 
 
        It was her word against that of a tenured and published professor. Lawton turned the tables, claiming she was failing his class and had offered him sexual favors to receive a passing grade. 
 
        It was no contest.  
 
        Humiliated and disgraced, she dropped out of school. 
 
        Jan had no doubt that Senator Benjamin, the chairman of the senate finance committee, would prevail. 
 
        It was encouraging that since the #Me Too movement was launched in October of 2017, and popularized by actress Alyssa Milano, several Hollywood types and a few congressmen had been forced to acknowledge their pandering ways, but Jan suspected that these few were just the tip of the iceberg.  
 
        The ‘good old boy’ and ‘boys will be boys’ mentality was firmly woven into the fabric of American society, from the CEO of the local company to the White House itself. 
 
        Jan knew of at least ten past presidents who were known to have a little something on the side. 
 
        It was no secret that John Kennedy, one of the most beloved presidents of the modern era, had a steamy affair with Marilyn Monroe.  
 
        Not to be outdone, his successor, Lyndon Johnson, once bragged that he’d “had more women by accident than Kennedy ever had on purpose.” It is even rumored that after his wife, Lady Bird, walked in on her husband having sex with one of his secretaries in the Oval Office, the Secret Service installed a buzzer system to alert the President whenever his wife was nearby. 
 
        Then, of course, there was the much-publicized Bill Clinton, Monica Lewinsky, debacle.  
 
        While not as flamboyant as the Democrats, Republican presidents were not immune to extramarital dalliances. Both Dwight Eisenhower and George H. W. Bush were known to have had White House romances. 
 
        Equally distressing was the fact that more than a dozen women had accused the current president of sexual misconduct.  
 
        Hoping to quell her bitter feelings, Jan turned on the TV and began flipping through the channels.  
 
        She never knew whether it was an accident or fate that led her to tune into the Animal Planet which was airing a piece on arachnids. 
 
        She sat, fascinated, watching the story of the black widow spider unfold. Her interest peaked when she learned that this particular species practiced sexual cannibalism, a behavior in which the female eats the male after mating. 
 
        Jan was not unfamiliar with the term ‘black widow’ as it applied to her own species. When the program was over, curiosity got the best of her. She booted up her computer and Googled ‘black widow women.’  
 
        She learned that the term was used to describe female serial killers. While the number of male serial killers far outweighed their feminine counterparts, the descriptions of the women in the accompanying articles were fascinating. 
 
        She read about Aileen Wournos who was the first woman to fit the FBI’s definition of a serial killer. In 1989 and 1990, Wournos killed seven men in Florida. She was eventually captured, spent ten years on death row, and was executed in 2002. Charlize Theron won an Oscar portraying Wournos in the 2003 movie, Monster. 
 
        Then there was Amy Archer-Gilligan. Between 1911 and 1916, she was suspected of killing 48 people under her care at a nursing home. Her dark history was the inspiration for the Frank Capra movie, Arsenic and Old Lace. 
 
        Although she in no way identified with these women or any of the dozens of others in the articles, she remained intrigued with the notion of the black widow. 
 
        Then her thoughts shifted back to the news story and the video footage of the pompous Senator Benjamin followed by his circle of lackeys. In her mind, it was only a matter of time until he would be forcing his attentions on another poor intern. 
 
        She was equally certain that since she had left the university more than one co-ed had qualified for a passing grade at one of Professor Lawton’s after-hours sessions. 
 
        If she had learned one thing in life, it was that people don’t change. A leopard doesn’t change his spots, and a philandering male will continue with his womanizing ways. 
 
        Life wasn’t fair. There seemed to be no justice. 
 
        Justice! 
 
        Jan thought about the lady clad in a flowing white robe holding the scales. How ironic that her eyes were covered. It seemed that through the centuries, justice had turned a blind eye to the plight of women. 
 
        As she mulled this over in her mind, it occurred to her that if Lady Justice couldn’t get the job done, maybe The Black Widow could! 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 2 
 
      
 
        Jan continued reading throughout the evening, wondering all the while if she was really considering the possibility of becoming the next black widow. 
 
        As she read the accounts of the female serial killers, she noted that a few bludgeoned their victims, a few used either a knife or a gun, but most used some type of poison. 
 
        To her, that seemed to be the best method of vanquishing her prey. A hammer or a knife were just too messy and a gun was too noisy. Besides, it only seemed fitting that like the spider, a black widow woman would use poison. 
 
        Sleep didn’t come easy that night. She tossed and turned, vivid scenes playing in her mind like a grisly sci-fi video. She finally drifted off, wondering --- should she do it --- could she do it? 
 
        The next morning, the whole thing seemed like a bad dream. 
 
        What was I thinking? I’m not a cold-blooded killer! 
 
        After toasting a muffin and pouring her first cup of coffee, she turned on the TV to catch the morning news. 
 
        A woman was reporting from the university campus. “A female student has accused Brad Childress, the quarterback of the university football team, of drugging and raping her in his dorm room. While Childress admits there was sexual activity, he claims it was consensual. University officials say an investigation is underway.” 
 
        There it was again. 
 
        Jan knew how the investigation would end. The most important thing on a university campus is fielding a winning team, and you can’t do that without your starting quarterback. There were no witnesses, so it was another ‘he said – she said.’ Besides, what girl wouldn’t want to get laid by the ruggedly handsome football hero? 
 
        The anger and frustration she felt the night before came flooding back. 
 
        Another man in a position of power, another assault, and another female victim who needed someone to fight for her. 
 
        Someone like The Black Widow! 
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        Jan looked at the clock. Time was slipping away. She mustn’t be late for work. 
 
        After dropping out of school, she had enough journalism credits to land a job as a reporter at the Kansas City Star. It was an entry level position, and while she longed to cover the exciting stories on the crime beat, she had to start at the bottom. Most of her assignments were cream puff stuff like ribbon-cutting ceremonies and animal rescues. 
 
        Her editor was a stickler for punctuality and if you were late for the morning briefing, you’d be lucky to get any assignment at all. 
 
        She rushed through her shower, pulled her hair back into a pony-tail, hurriedly dressed, and headed for her car. 
 
        She slipped into the conference room seconds before Chris Carnes, her editor, closed the door. 
 
        “How nice of you to join us this morning, Miss Morrison,” he said, sarcastically. 
 
        Jan looked at her watch. “Hey, I’m actually here a minute early.” 
 
        Carnes enjoyed giving her a hard time and she enjoyed giving it right back. 
 
        The editor surveyed the room. “It was a busy night. Lot of stuff going on, drive-by shooting, several burglaries, a pile-up on I-70, and that unfortunate business at the university. We’ll be spread pretty thin.” 
 
        Carnes began doling out the assignments. Finally, only Jan and one other reporter were in the room. 
 
        “The mayor is having a thousand bucks a plate dinner tonight at the Hilton President Hotel. It’s a fund raiser for his re-election bid. Lots of high-rollers, local celebrities, and sports figures will be there. Senator Morton Benjamin will be giving the opening remarks. Cindy, I’d like you to cover it. Get interviews with as many of the guests as possible. You won’t have any trouble getting to the mayor. He’ll be dying to get his mug on the front page of tomorrow’s edition. Jan, there’s a dog show at Bartle Hall. Get an interview with the winner. We’ll use it as filler if we need it. That’s all.” 
 
        Jan was almost out the door when she heard Carnes remark, “What? No grousing about your assignment?” 
 
        “Not today,” she replied. “I love dogs.” 
 
        When she first heard Carnes mention Benjamin’s name, she held her breath hoping she’d get the nod, but after thinking it over, she was glad she didn’t. Having to cover the story would put her at the scene, and if she was to carry out her plan, she didn’t want anyone thinking she was anywhere close to the hotel. 
 
        She was actually happy to have the puff piece. It would take an hour at the most, and there was a lot to do before the mayor’s fund raiser. 
 
        Tossing and turning in bed the night before, Jan had given a lot of thought as to how she would pull this off. She concluded that in order to administer a lethal dose of poison, her victim would have to be incapacitated. At five feet, six inches, and a hundred and twenty-five pounds, she wasn’t exactly an imposing figure. She decided a taser would do the trick. It was powerful, silent, and she could drop her target from across the room. 
 
        Best of all, she knew where she could get one on short notice --- Benny’s Pawn Shop on Independence Avenue. Driving by one day, she had seen a sign in his window advertising tasers and stun guns. 
 
        After pulling to the curb a block from the pawn shop, she tucked her hair under a baseball cap. Not exactly a fool proof disguise, but it was all she could come up with on short notice. 
 
        A bell tinkled as she entered the shop. 
 
        “Be there in a minute,” came a voice from a back room. 
 
        A moment later, a short, balding Italian guy who was the spitting image of Danny DeVito emerged. 
 
        “How can I help you?” 
 
        “I saw your sign in the window. I’m looking for a taser.” 
 
        “Don’t blame you,” Benny replied. “Lots of crazies out there. A girl can’t be too careful.” 
 
        He looked her over. “I got just what you need,” he said, reaching into a showcase. “This is the Taser M26c. This baby discharges 50,000 volts. It has the stopping power of a 357 Magnum. You can drop a guy fifteen feet away. Ain’t she a beauty?” 
 
        “That sounds exactly like what I’m looking for. How much is it?” 
 
        “This baby retails for six hundred, but I’ll let you have it for four.” 
 
        “Four hundred?” Jan had no idea one would cost that much. “I --- I don’t have that kind of cash on me.” 
 
        “Not a problem. I take credit cards.” 
 
        Can’t do it, Jan thought. I can’t leave a paper trail. 
 
        “Uhhh, I don’t use credit cards. I’ll go to my bank, get the cash, and come back later.” 
 
        Jan had selected potassium chloride as her poison of choice. She read online that it dissolves readily in water and is used to cause cardiac arrest as the third drug in the ‘three drug cocktail’ for executions by lethal injection. The other plus was that a forty-pound bag could be purchased at Ace Hardware for twenty-six bucks. 
 
        She stopped by an ATM and pulled $500 from her account. After a stop at Ace Hardware for the potassium chloride and a stop at Walgreens Pharmacy for latex gloves, she headed back to Benny’s Pawn for the taser. 
 
        With the syringes she already had at home from a round of HCG injections for weight loss, she was ready to go. 
 
        It only took an hour to get an interview with the winner of the dog show competition. By six o’clock, she was ready to head to the Hilton President Hotel for the debut of The Black Widow. 
 
        Knowing the place would be crawling with women dressed to the nines, she donned her best party dress so she would blend in with the other well-dressed women. 
 
        Once in the lobby, she called the front desk. “This is Marsha Wells, Senator Benjamin’s personal assistant. The senator asked me to order a bottle of your finest champagne sent to his suite. Can you handle that for me?” 
 
        “Absolutely, Miss Wells. Right away!” 
 
        Jan watched and waited. Moments later, a room service employee emerged pushing a cart complete with ice bucket, champagne, and glasses. She slipped into the elevator just as the door was closing. 
 
        She followed the bus boy to the senator’s room. He opened the door with a pass card and pushed the cart inside. Just before the door closed, she slipped a piece of duct tape across the door latch, then moved on down the hall. 
 
        As soon as the bus boy disappeared into the elevator, she entered the senator’s room, removed the tape from the door, and dialed the front desk. 
 
        “I wonder if you could get a message to Senator Benjamin before he sits down to dinner?” 
 
        “Certainly. I’d be happy to.” 
 
        “Just tell him that there is a nice surprise waiting for him in his room.” 
 
        Nervously, she paced the floor. She could still get out before he arrived. She knew she should, but the vision of her professor’s leering eyes strengthened her resolve. 
 
        Moments later, she heard the senator outside the door. 
 
        She sat on the edge of the bed, hiked her skirt above her knees, and posed seductively. 
 
        The senator’s first reaction was surprise. Then, when he spotted the champagne and the attractive woman on his bed, his face broke into a smile. 
 
        “My, my, this is indeed a nice surprise. Let me guess. Did Mort from Putnam Pharmaceuticals set this up, or was it Greg from Monsanto? I need to know so I can express my appreciation.” 
 
        Jan smiled. “Sorry Senator, it wasn’t Mort or Greg. I’m here courtesy of Cheryl Stokes.” 
 
        She saw the confused look on his face. “What? Who the hell is Cheryl Stokes?” Then it dawned on him. “Stokes! The bitch who’s been giving me a hard time in the press. I don’t understand.” 
 
        “You will very soon,” Jan replied, pulling the taser from her purse. “Your philandering days are over.” 
 
        The senator put up his hands. “Wait! No!” 
 
        Before he could cry out, Jan pulled the trigger. Two thin wires flew across the room and embedded themselves in the senator’s chest. He stiffened, then fell to the floor quivering. A moment later, he was still. 
 
        Jan pulled the syringe from her purse, rolled up the senator’s sleeve, and injected the deadly potassium chloride. 
 
        In less than five minutes there was no pulse. 
 
        Jan breathed a sigh of relief. 
 
        Her plan had worked and it was unbelievably easy. Now, all she had to do was remove anything that could tie her to the scene. She had worn latex gloves, so there would be no finger prints. She removed the taser wires, put the taser and syringe in her purse, and looked around the room. 
 
        Satisfied, she removed a card from her purse and placed it on the senator’s chest. 
 
        “Cheryl, this one’s for you,” she whispered, as she slipped out the door. 
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    CHAPTER 3 
 
      
 
        My name is Walt Williams and I’m a seventy-four-year-old private investigator. 
 
        I know what you’re going to say. “Seventy-four! Why in heaven’s name aren’t you retired?” 
 
        I get that a lot. 
 
        The answer is that I’ve tried retirement twice, and I’m just not very good at it. 
 
        The first time was after a twenty-five-year career in real estate. That one lasted about a week. Bored out of my mind, I witnessed an elderly lady being mugged, and I decided then and there that I wanted to be a cop. 
 
        I realized at the time, mainly because nearly everyone I knew told me so, that becoming a cop at sixty-five was absurd. Nevertheless, I overcame hurdles you wouldn’t believe, and spent five years in the Kansas City Police Department with my partner, Ox. 
 
        Finally, at age seventy, I took a bullet in the kiester and figured I should quit while I was ahead. 
 
        That retirement lasted about two weeks. As soon as my rear end was well enough to sit in a car doing surveillance, my septuagenarian brother-in-law, Kevin McBride, talked me into opening Walt Williams Investigations. 
 
        The idea was that by owning our own business, we could pick and choose the cases we wanted to take. He promised we would only be doing cream puff stuff like snapping photos of cheating spouses. 
 
        He lied --- not intentionally, of course. Since opening WWI, we’ve had our share of muggings, mayhem, kidnappings, and terrorist plots. 
 
        Some people just seem to attract trouble. I’m beginning to suspect that I’m one of them. 
 
        Tonight was supposed to be one of those cream puff gigs. Because of my tenure on the force, once in a while the department would throw a crumb our way. 
 
        In order to finance his re-election campaign, the mayor was throwing a fund-raising dinner. For a paltry grand, you could break bread with Kansas City’s upper crust.  
 
        The list of invitees read like a who’s who of the city’s social elite. With the Hilton President Hotel ballroom filled with the rich and famous, security was a priority. Uniformed officers as well as undercover agents were spread throughout the hotel. In order to gain entrance, an invitee had to pass through a metal detector much like the ones at KCI Airport. 
 
        Kevin and I had been given the thankless job of manning the metal detector. We were glorified TSA agents whose task was to frisk people who didn’t want to be frisked. 
 
        No one wants to have a wand passed over their body, much less be patted down, especially those who think their poop doesn’t stink, but that was our job. 
 
        Time and again we were given looks that would terrify lesser beings, but we were up to the task. 
 
        Nearly everyone would glare, and although they didn’t actually say the words, we knew what they wanted to say. “My good man, apparently you don’t know who I am! If you did, you wouldn’t be harassing me this way!” 
 
        We would just smile back and think, “I don’t give a damn who you are. Our job is to make sure you haven’t hooked up with ISIS, and are smuggling a gun into the ballroom to assassinate our mayor.” 
 
        My old partner, Ox, and his wife, Judy, also a cop, stopped by to say hello. Naturally, my friend couldn’t help rubbing salt in the wound. “How come you’re not making these guys take off their belts and shoes?” 
 
        “Very funny!” 
 
        I was surprised to see my former captain, Duane Short, and homicide detective Derek Blaylock. Evidently it was ‘all hands on deck’ for the mayor’s gala event. 
 
        Finally, everyone had entered the ballroom except a few stragglers. 
 
        I was just about to relax when I was approached by one of the undercover cops. 
 
        “Walt, dinner is about to be served and Senator Benjamin hasn’t been seated yet. Someone said they thought they saw him heading to his room earlier. We’ve tried to call but no answer. Maybe he was beat and needed a nap before the evening festivities.” He handed me a key card. “Would you mind going up and checking on the Senator?” 
 
        Great, I thought, now I’m an errand boy. 
 
        “Sure, not a problem,” I replied. At least I’m a well-paid errand boy. 
 
        I took the elevator to the sixth floor and followed the signs on the wall to #613, the senator’s room. 
 
        I knocked. No answer. I knocked again. “Senator Benjamin, please come to the door.”  
 
        Getting no response, I slipped the key card into the reader and pushed the door open about a foot. 
 
        “Senator Benjamin, are you here?” 
 
        I stepped inside and spotted the senator on the floor. 
 
        I rushed to his side and felt for a pulse. There was none. Then I noticed the card on his chest. On it was a picture of a nasty looking spider and the words ‘The Black Widow.’ 
 
        I quickly backed out of the room and called Detective Blaylock on my cell phone. “Derek, you’d better get up here. The senator is dead.” 
 
        Within minutes, the sixth floor was crawling with cops. 
 
        Detective Blaylock had been the first to arrive. After checking out the room, he came back into the hall. “Tell me what happened.” 
 
        “The senator hadn’t shown up for dinner, so one of your officers gave me a pass key and asked me to check on him. I knocked, and when I got no response, I went in and found the body.” 
 
        “Did you touch anything?” 
 
        “I felt for a pulse. When I didn’t get one, I came right out and called you.” 
 
        He pulled me aside. “Undoubtedly you saw the card on his chest.” 
 
        I nodded. 
 
        “Not a word to anyone what you saw in there. Understand?” 
 
        “Absolutely. Mum’s the word.” 
 
        He turned to one of the uniformed officers. “No one is to enter that room except the coroner and the forensic team.” 
 
        “Yes, Sir!” 
 
        “Walt, stick around. I’ll need to get an official statement.” 
 
        This was supposed to be a cream puff gig, but there it was, and once again I found myself knee deep in a high-profile murder. Like I said before, no matter how hard I try, trouble seems to find its way to my door. 
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        The next morning, Jan hastily opened the Kansas City Star. She smiled as she read the front-page headline. “Senator Morton Benjamin found murdered at the mayor’s fundraising gala.” 
 
        Her friend, Cindy, hoping to get a few quotes from the mayor and visiting dignitaries, had landed the biggest story of her career. 
 
        She read that the senator’s body had been found in his room. At a hastily arranged press conference, the detective in charge, Derek Blaylock, said that the death was being investigated as a homicide, stating that he couldn’t give any more information in an on-going investigation. 
 
        Jan was both surprised and shocked to see that Derek Blaylock was the detective assigned to the case. She knew Blaylock well. They had dated off and on for the past year. Nothing serious --- yet. She didn’t date all that much. Her experience with the professor and her relationship with her father had soured her opinion of the male gender.  
 
        Her father definitely had an ‘old school’ attitude toward women. A woman’s place was in the home, to rear children, do laundry, and have a hot meal on the table in the evening. Her mother was never permitted to work outside the home. 
 
        He was humiliated by her problem at the university and was absolutely incensed when she quit and took the job at the Star. She hadn’t spoken to him since. 
 
        Derek was the exception. He treated her with respect, as an equal, and she appreciated that. She also realized that dating a homicide detective had its disadvantages. It was a career that carried a lot of baggage. On more than one occasion, their evening had been interrupted by a call summoning Derek to the scene of another grisly murder. 
 
        She couldn’t help but wonder what he’d think if he knew she was the perpetrator his latest case. One thing was for sure --- she would have to be very careful. Derek was an excellent detective. 
 
        After reading the complete article, Jan slammed the paper down in disgust. There was nothing --- not a single word --- about the black widow card. 
 
        Just like the police to keep a detail like that away from the public, she thought. Cindy had no idea she only had part of the story. Very soon she would have it all. 
 
        Dressing quickly, she stopped by the library and using one of their computers, printed out a message. She placed the message in a blank envelope which she left on Cindy’s desk. 
 
        Jan watched as Cindy found the envelope and read the message. She smiled when she saw Cindy pick up the phone. The call was undoubtedly to the detective in charge of the investigation. 
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        It was well after midnight when I got home. I had planned to sleep in, but at eight o’clock the phone roused me from my sleep. 
 
        “Williams! You and your partner get your asses down here right now!” 
 
        “Who is this?” 
 
        “It’s Blaylock. Now get down here or I’ll send a car to pick you up.” 
 
        “What’s so urgent?” 
 
        “Just get here. You’ll find out soon enough.” 
 
        I called Kevin, picked him up, and we headed to the precinct. 
 
        We were greeted by a red-faced Derek Blaylock. “Walt, I thought I could trust you to keep your mouth shut.” 
 
        “What in the world are you talking about?” 
 
        “The Black Widow card. Somehow the press heard about it. There was nothing in the paper about the card this morning, then I got a call from a Star reporter. She knew about the card. Only a handful of people were in that room and none of them leaked the information, so it had to be you.”  
 
        “Hold on a minute,” I replied defensively. “I left the hotel, went straight home and crawled in bed. I haven’t talked to a soul, not even Maggie.” 
 
        Derek turned to Kevin. “What about you?” 
 
        “Don’t look at me,” he replied. “This is the first I’m hearing about a Black Widow card.” 
 
        “I didn’t even tell Kevin,” I said. “You asked me to keep my mouth shut and that’s what I did. Did you ask the reporter how she got the tip?” 
 
        “Of course I asked her. I got the same old line. ‘Sorry, I can’t reveal my source.’ Damned First Amendment!” 
 
        I thought for a moment. “If it wasn’t your guys and it wasn’t me, then maybe it was the killer who tipped her off. Think about it. Whoever offed the senator obviously left the card as a message. You didn’t release the information so it wasn’t in the paper. The killer made sure their message was going to be made public.” 
 
        “Maybe” he said, “But what’s the message? A spider on a card?” 
 
        Kevin spoke up. “Isn’t Senator Benjamin the guy who was just accused of sexually harassing one of his interns?” 
 
        “Yes, but he denied everything. He said the woman --- I think her name was Stokes --- made up the story to make a name for herself.” 
 
        “Well, there you go,” Kevin replied. “She said he did it and he says it’s a lie. The senator has juice. He would probably have gotten off scot-free.” 
 
        “So what does that have to do with the card?” Blaylock asked. 
 
        “Really?” Kevin responded. “Didn’t you take biology? Black widow spiders are sexual carnivores. After they mate, the female kills and eats the male.” 
 
        I was amazed. “How could you possibly know that.” 
 
        “Hey,” he said, pretending I had hurt his feelings, “I’m not just a pretty face. I think what you’ve got here is a champion for women’s rights. Just look at all of the accusations of sexual abuse by powerful men lately. I think this black widow is sending a message. Keep your pants zipped and leave the ladies alone or you just might end up like Senator Benjamin. It’s right out of DC Comics. This Black Widow could be the next Wonder Woman.” 
 
        What Kevin said made sense. 
 
        Apparently Blaylock agreed. 
 
        He buried his face in his hands. “Jesus! Just what I need!”    
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 4 
 
      
 
        When I opened the Kansas City Star the next morning, I figured Detective Blaylock would be having a conniption fit.  
 
        The headline read, “Is the Black Widow sending a message?” 
 
        The story continued with the account of the card found on the senator’s body, and the fact that he had been accused of sexually harassing his intern. There was no question that the reporter was suggesting that the #Me Too movement had spawned a clandestine champion of women’s rights. 
 
        I waited until after the morning briefing to give Ox a call. 
 
        “Good morning. I’m guessing that things were a bit tense around the precinct this morning.” 
 
        “Boy, I’ll say,” Ox replied. “That article in the Star has got the brass’s panties in a twist.” 
 
        “Did the captain share any details about the murder?” 
 
        “Yes. The coroner determined the cause of death. The senator was poisoned with an injection of potassium chloride. The only other marks on the body were two puncture wounds in the chest, undoubtedly made by a taser. Blaylock is thinking that the senator was incapacitated by the taser, then injected with the potassium. The taser, the poison, the black widow card, and the possibility that the senator was a bad boy, point to the killer being a woman.” 
 
        “That makes sense. It would seem that the most likely suspect would be the intern. What’s her name, Stokes?” 
 
        “That was Blaylock’s first thought, but Stokes was in Iowa visiting her parents, so that’s a dead end.” 
 
        “Did forensics get anything?” 
 
        “Nada. The room was clean.” 
 
        “So what you’re saying is that a state senator has been murdered right under the cops’ noses by a Black Widow avenger and they don’t have a clue.” 
 
        “That’s about it.” 
 
        “No wonder their panties are in a twist.” 
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        Needless to say, Jan was thrilled when she read the morning headline. 
 
        Cindy had found a fast horse and she was riding it hard. No doubt the editors were happy campers. This was the kind of story that sold papers. 
 
        Jan had been caught up in the thrill of her first kill, but she wondered if, in the light of day, she would feel remorse and regret her rash actions. 
 
        She wondered what Derek would think of her if he knew. 
 
        She had seen the senator’s wife on the TV newscast. She was playing the role of the grieving widow, but Jan figured she had to know that her hubby was a womanizer. She was willing to bet that secretly the wife was ecstatic that the creep got what was coming to him. Now she was free to collect the whopping insurance policy and get on with her life. 
 
        Many thoughts were going through her mind. She thought about dogs. Maybe it was just a way to rationalize and ease a guilty conscience. Dogs are so sweet, kind and innocent. Only the truly depraved would beat or kill one of the adorable creatures, but if a dog was rabid, that was entirely a different story. The only thing to do with the diseased animal was to put it down before it hurt someone. 
 
        Men like the senator had a disease that hurt innocent people, and like the rabid dog, needed to be put down. 
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        As she suspected, her editor, Chris Carnes was all bubbly. 
 
        “Nice work on the Black Widow story Cindy. Stay on top of it. I’m sure there’s more to come. Now, we need to concentrate on the other big event coming to our fair city, March Madness.” 
 
        Some in the room rolled their eyes and groaned. Others cheered. It all depended on whether or not you were a basketball fan. 
 
        Carnes continued, “I’m sure you’re all aware that the Big 12 Men’s Basketball Tournament starts this week. Thousands of basketball fans from all over the Midwest will flood Kansas City hoping their university will win the championship and a berth in the NCAA Tournament. Tony, I have an assignment for you. I want you to grab a photographer and interview DeRon Blackmon. I’ve already cleared it with his coach. This kid is definitely the phenom to watch this year. He’s averaging thirty points and twelve rebounds a game. He won his last game by making a three-pointer at the buzzer from half court. He’s staying at the Holiday Inn Express on 13th Street, room 412.” 
 
        Another reporter raised her hand. “DeRon Blackmon. Isn’t he the one that lured a fan into his room and groped her? If I remember right, she asked for an autograph, but when she got into his room he told her you don’t get anything in this life for free. He threw her on the bed but she managed to get free and fled. I think Blackmon said something like, ‘A girl goes into a guy’s bedroom, she ought to know what to expect.’” 
 
        “That’s old news,” Carnes replied. “The university took care of the situation. The kid’s here to win a championship. That’s the story we’re after.” 
 
        It’s the Brad Childress thing all over again, Jan thought, only this time it’s basketball, not football. These hot-shot athletes think they’re so important they can get away with anything. 
 
        “Jan!” Carnes said, bringing her back into the moment. “I have an assignment for you. Hotel rooms around the Sprint Center fill up quickly. Interview some of the hotel managers and get a feel for how the tournament affects their bottom line.” 
 
        “Sure, will do.” 
 
        She smiled. Another puff piece for Jan the reporter. Another quest for Jan the Black Widow. 
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        Jan followed Tony and the photographer from the parking garage into the lobby of the Holiday Inn Express. After they disappeared into the elevator, she bought a magazine and a Coke from the snack shop, found a seat where she could see the bank of elevators, and waited. 
 
        A half-hour later, Tony and the photographer emerged and headed for the parking garage. As soon as she was sure they were gone, she boarded the elevator to the fourth floor. 
 
        Finding room #412, she paused, took a deep breath, and knocked. 
 
        Blackmon opened the door, somewhat surprised. “Whoa! What can I do for you, pretty lady?” 
 
        Jan showed him her press credentials. “My name is Jan. I’m from the Star. I hope you don’t mind. Tony had some follow-up questions for his article. He has another interview so he asked me to help out.” 
 
        “Heck no I don’t mind. You’re a lot prettier than that other dude. C’mon in.” 
 
        “Thank you.” 
 
        He closed the door. “So what kind of questions? The other guy never asked me about when I was planning to go pro. How about that?” 
 
        “No,” Jan said, taking a seat, “I wanted to talk to you about the girl you assaulted in your room.” 
 
         DeRon bristled. “I ain’t talking about that! If that’s all you want, then you better get your lily white ass outta here. Better yet, how about I show you what that girl missed out on. Then you’d really have a story.”  
 
        “No,” Jan said, pulling out her taser. “I’ve got a better idea, and this story will be a whole lot bigger than anything you’ve got.” 
 
        “What the hell? Put that thing ---!” 
 
         But it was too late. Jan pulled the trigger and the barbs flew across the room embedding themselves in Blackmon’s chest. 
 
        He fell quivering to the floor. 
 
        Jan finished the job just as she’d done with Senator Benjamin. 
 
        When she was sure he was gone, she made sure she’d left no trace that she’d been there. Then she placed the Black Widow card on his chest.  
 
        Satisfied, she headed to the door. She turned and smiled. “Sorry, DeRon, looks like you just fouled out!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 5 
 
      
 
        Maggie and I were sitting in our reclining love seat holding hands and watching the X-Files when the program was interrupted by a breaking news bulletin. 
 
        The scene was outside the Holiday Inn Express downtown. “We have just been informed that DeRon Blackmon, the basketball phenom, in town for the Big 12 Tournament, was found in his hotel room apparently the victim of a homicide. Blackmon was supposed to meet teammates for supper. When he didn’t show, they went to his room and found him dead. One of the teammates told us that a Black Widow card had been placed on his chest. Before police could secure the scene, Blackmon’s teammates took video footage on their cell phones and posted the footage on social media.  
 
        “#Black Widow Strikes Again is trending on Twitter, and a similar Facebook post has already had over a million views.” 
 
        At that moment, there was a knock on the door. 
 
        It was Dad and Bernice. The two nonagenarians burst into the room. Dad was breathless. “Son, have you heard the news?” 
 
        “If you’re talking about Blackmon, we just heard the bulletin.” 
 
        Dad is a huge basketball fan. Me, not so much. 
 
        He shook his head. “Unbelievable! Looks like it was the same person who iced Senator Benjamin. According to the reports we’ve heard, a girl accused Blackmon of assaulting her in his room. It looks like this Black Widow person was evening the score. Damn shame. That kid was the real deal.” 
 
        “And he was a really good dribbler!” Bernice added.  
 
        “Boot up your computer,” Dad said. “Apparently there’s a video going around. I’d like to see it.” 
 
        I was curious too, so I booted up the old Toshiba. 
 
        Sure enough, there it was. DeRon Blackmon sprawled on the floor with a Black Widow card on his chest, just like I’d found on Senator Benjamin. 
 
        Detective Blaylock was undoubtedly having a hissy-fit. Not only had his crime scene been compromised, but the video was, without question, stirring up emotions both for and against the already notorious Black Widow. 
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        I talked to Ox again the next day. There was no doubt that both murders had been committed by the same person. Blackmon had been rendered unconscious by a taser and potassium chloride was the cause of death. As with the senator, nothing was found at the scene that could identify the killer. 
 
        With all the publicity generated by the videos, the brass decided to hold a press conference in the afternoon to address the issues. 
 
        I was anxious to hear what the captain would have to say. 
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        I thought about going to the conference in person but decided to watch it on the tube instead. That turned out to be a wise decision. 
 
        The conference was to be held on the steps outside city hall. Hundreds of people had gathered, and it was evident that there was definitely a difference of opinion regarding the Black Widow. Some people carried placards with the words, ‘Stop the vigilante.’ Others carried placards praising the Black Widow. 
 
        The thing that surprised me the most, was that in less than twenty-four hours, someone had T-shirts printed with the Black Widow spider emblem on the front, and the words, ‘You Go Girl!’ on the back. 
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        A few years ago, there had been a vigilante roaming the streets of Kansas City. That individual targeted scumbags who had somehow slipped through the cracks of the judicial system and were roaming free.  
 
       Back then, the city was divided almost evenly. Many praised the vigilante for eliminating the lawless vermin from our streets, while others were appalled that one man would take the law into his own hands. 
 
        Regardless of how a person feels about vigilantism, one thing is clear --- when a vigilante is roaming the streets, crime goes down.  
 
        A perfect example is Bernhard Goetz in New York. In the 1980’s New York had a crime rate that was 70% higher than the rest of the United States. After Goetz gunned down four thugs who attacked him on the subway, the crime rate fell off dramatically. In the 1990’s New York ranked 194 out of 210 cities in violent crime, due at least in part to Goetz’s heroic stand. 
 
        The same thing happened in Kansas City after it became known that someone was out there dispensing justice without due process. 
 
        While waiting for the press conference to begin, the reporter interviewed people milling around in the crowd. 
 
        Her first interview was with a woman sporting one of the new T-shirts. 
 
        “It appears that you support the actions of the Black Widow.” 
 
        “Hell yes I support her! It’s about time someone stood up for our gender. Throughout recorded history, men in power have used their positions of influence to subjugate, humiliate, and ravage women. No more! I hate that it’s had to come to this, but sometimes it takes something really radical to open people’s eyes. I’ll bet that as long as the Black Widow is out there, guys will think twice about groping, fondling, and forcing their attentions on innocent victims.” 
 
        The reporter turned to a man carrying one of the ‘Stop the vigilante’ signs. 
 
        “You heard the woman’s comments. How do you feel about all this?” 
 
        “It’s frightening to think that someone is out there murdering people and folks are cheering her on. This isn’t the wild west of the 1800’s. Society only functions when there’s law and order. This is the work of one person. What happens when two, three, or more people decide to take the law into their own hands? Suddenly, you have anarchy, and no one is safe on our streets. I sympathize with what women have endured over the years, but this Black Widow vigilante is definitely not the answer.” 
 
        At that moment the captain and Detective Blaylock came onto the podium. The crowd hushed as the captain stepped up to the mike. 
 
        “Citizens of Kansas City, we don’t normally hold press conferences to discuss ongoing investigations, but the events of the past week are anything but normal. A state senator and a visiting ball player have been slain and evidence would indicate that both murders can be attributed to one individual.  
 
        “There has been a great deal of speculation in the press and on social media. We believe the citizens of our city deserve to know what we know and what is being done to bring the perpetrator to justice. 
 
        “Both victims were rendered unconscious by a taser, after which a poison was administered --- and yes, there was a Black Widow card left on both of the victims. 
 
        “I can see that there are some of you in the crowd who support these vile acts. I’m sorry to see that. As far as the Kansas City Police Department is concerned, we are searching for an individual who has committed two heinous murders. No matter what the motive, murder is still murder. Someone out there has anointed themselves judge, jury and executioner. Let me be very clear --- lawlessness will not be tolerated in our city. The Kansas City Police Department will devote all of its resources to bring this person to justice. Thank you.” 
 
         Reporters fired questions, but the captain left the podium without responding. The police were going to have their hands full managing the unruly crowd.  
 
        At that moment, I was glad I had retired and could watch the proceedings from the comfort of my own home. 
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        Jan had watched the press conference as well. 
 
        Her mouth flew open when she saw the T-shirts and the number of people supporting the Black Widow. 
 
        She also saw those who wanted her behind bars. 
 
        The police captain had made it very clear that bringing her in was their highest priority. She would have to tread carefully. 
 
        She also saw her friend, Derek, on the podium. He looked worn and tired. If she had any regret, it that she was putting someone she admired through a difficult time. 
 
        After the news conference, there was an interview with DeRon Blackmon’s mother. Naturally she was distraught. Any mother would be. She kept moaning, “I don’t understand. DeRon was a good boy. Why would anyone do this?” 
 
        Jan wondered if his mother new how he behaved when he had a woman alone in his room. She also wondered if some of the remorse was due to the fact that now there wouldn’t be the millions coming to the Blackmon family from a fat NBA contract. 
 
        There was also an interview with his coach. There had been talk of cancelling the tournament, but that definitely wasn’t going to happen. 
 
        “It was discussed,” the coach said, “but we knew DeRon loved the game and would want us to go on. We’ll all be playing to honor DeRon’s memory.” 
 
        Right! she thought. Hundreds of people renting hotel rooms. Hundreds of meals bought in area restaurants. Hundreds of drinks bought in bars after the games. There was no way that tournament was being cancelled. 
 
        As she clicked off the TV, she wondered how she had become so cynical. 
 
        She also wondered what her old philosophy professor would think if he knew what a monster he had created. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 6 
 
      
 
        I had just finished my second cup of coffee and the morning paper when there was a knock on the door. 
 
        It was my friend and maintenance man, Willie, from the basement studio apartment. 
 
        “Mornin’ Mr. Walt. You got time to talk?” 
 
        “Absolutely. Come on in.” 
 
        I could tell from the look on his face that something was wrong. 
 
        “What’s on your mind, Willie?” 
 
        “Somebody out dere is killin’ people.” 
 
        “Are you talking about the Black Widow?” 
 
        “No, not her. Dat Widow person is killin’ famous dudes. Someone else is killin’ hookers. Ever’body hears about the rich folks gettin’ murdered, but nobody cares how many hookers are dead.” 
 
        He was right. I hadn’t heard a thing. “Tell me what’s going on.” 
 
        “Charlene came by last night. Tole me another street gal had been killed. Dat’s de third one in two weeks. She an’ the other girls are scared to go out now.” 
 
        Years ago, Willie had operated on the wrong side of the law. After years as a con man and grifter, he gave up the life and started working for me as the maintenance man for the dozens of rental units I owned. When I retired from real estate and sold my rental units, Willie sort of retired too. He now lives rent-free in the basement studio for taking care of this three-story building and the Three Trails Hotel which, unfortunately, I still own. 
 
        Although Willie has been on the straight and narrow all these years, he has maintained ties with many of the street people. These contacts have proven, on several occasions, to be very helpful in bringing some really bad people to justice. 
 
        Charlene is a prostitute. She is also a very nice person. She has helped us on several cases and even joined us for Thanksgiving dinner one year. My friends and I have learned not to be judgmental, and to accept people for who they are and not what they do to survive. 
 
        “Did she tell you anything else?” 
 
        “De three women, Jade, Inez, and Roxy, were jus’ workin’ like they do ever’ night. Some john picks ‘em up, cuts ‘em up, an’ den, late at night, leaves dere bodies on de street where dey usually work. An’ dat’s not all. Ever’ one had their pinky finger cut off. Dis sick dude is takin’ trophies.” 
 
        “That’s terrible! No wonder your friends are scared to death.”  
 
        I wasn’t surprised I hadn’t heard anything. With Senator Benjamin and DeRon Blackmon all over the front page, a dead hooker story would have been buried somewhere in the back if reported at all. 
 
        “Let me make a call. I’ll see if Ox has heard anything.” 
 
        I dialed my ex-partner. “Ox, Walt here. Willie is with me. He’s just told me about some prostitutes who have been murdered. Do you know anything about that?” 
 
        “Sure do. At the morning briefing, we were told that a third victim had been found last night. Same M.O. as the previous two. Looks like we have two serial killers roaming the Kansas City streets. All of them were found on Independence Avenue between Paseo and Benton Boulevard.” 
 
        “Any leads?” 
 
        “Nope. No sexual assault which is kinda strange given the women’s occupation, no DNA, and guess what --- the creep cuts off their pinky finger.” 
 
        “Yeah, Willie told me. Thanks for the info. If you hear anything else, let me know.” 
 
        “Will do.” 
 
        I turned to Willie. “Any ideas?” 
 
        He shook his head. “I was hopin’ you’d have one.” 
 
        “Maybe I do,” I replied. “Let’s pay a visit to Louie the Lip.” 
 
        Louie was another of Willie’s cohorts from the old days. Louie was still a grifter, but in his seventies, his grifting days were almost over. Like Charlene, more than once he had helped us crack some difficult cases. Unlike the younger set who seemed to have no moral compass, there were lines that Louie would not cross. I admired him for that. He came by his moniker honestly. He had a lower lip that Mick Jagger would envy. 
 
        We found Louie at his favorite hangout, the Blue Moon Bar and Grill. 
 
        Willie and Louie did that hand-slap, fist-bump thing that cool guys do. Louie knew that I’d never mastered it, so we just shook hands. 
 
        “Wot brings you boys by? 
 
        “I think you know,” Willie replied. “Charlene came by an’ tole me ‘bout de girls. I’m sorry. I know dey was yo’ friends.” 
 
        “Dey was,” Louie said, trying to hold back the tears. “Damn shame. Dey didn’ deserve to die like dat.”  
 
        “Any idea who was responsible?” I asked 
 
        “Wish we did,” he replied. “If we knew, we’d take care of de bastard ourselves. De cops sure ain’t gonna spend a lot o’ time what with dat Black Widow thing goin’ on. You heard de captain on TV. They goin’ after her but don’t give a damn how many street girls die.” 
 
        “I might have an idea,” I said. “I assume you know most of the working girls and their pimps.” 
 
        He nodded. “How does dat help?” 
 
        “I’m thinking we set up a sting. This creep has killed three times. I doubt he’s going to stop there. Ox tells me that the dead girls were working Independence Avenue between Paseo and Benton. We can’t watch everyone, but if you could get all the girls off the street except one, we could control the situation. We could wire the girl, watch and wait, and if the creep picks her up we could take him before he has time to do his dirty work.” 
 
        He thought for a moment. “Dat might work. I know I can get de others to cooperate. What’s goin’ on is bad for business. Who you got in mind fo’ de decoy?” 
 
        I turned to Willie. “How about Charlene?” 
 
        “She’ll do it. Inez, Jade, an’ Roxy were her friends. She’d love to nail the s.o.b. who cut ‘em up!” 
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        The morning briefing and doling out of assignments was going as Jan had suspected it would. Priority was given to the Black Widow murders and of course, the juiciest assignments had gone to the editor’s favorites. 
 
        Then Chris Carnes turned to one of the reporters on the crime beat. “Dan, one of our sources at the downtown precinct has reported that the body of another prostitute was found last night on Independence Avenue. That’s the third one in two weeks. Check it out. We might have a second serial killer out there. Oh yeah, another juicy tidbit --- the perp is cutting off the victim’s pinky finger. Could be a good story for page 2.” 
 
        That got Jan’s attention. So far, the Black Widow had been targeting men who used their power and influence to weasel their way out of sexual assault accusations. What she just heard was far worse. While she didn’t condone what those women were doing, they certainly didn’t deserve to be murdered and mutilated. This was definitely a job for the Black Widow. 
 
        She knew that Dan would get the police reports on the three murders. She watched, and when he left for lunch she made copies of the reports. 
 
        The M.O. was the same in all three murders and definitely pointed to a serial killer targeting prostitutes along Independence Avenue.  
 
        That night, and every night until this defiler of women was caught, there would be one more woman on Independence Avenue, watching and waiting. 
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        We were ready to go. 
 
        Louie had contacted the hookers and pimps who plied their trade along the Avenue, told them of our plan, and asked them to stand down until the killer was caught. They readily agreed. 
 
        As Willie predicted, Charlene was more than ready to take down the man who had killed her friends. 
 
        I had contacted Kevin and enlisted his help. 
 
        Our plan was simple. Charlene would be wearing a wire. We would be able to hear everything that was going on. She would work her regular corner on Independence Avenue. If she was picked up and was either in trouble or suspected that she was with the murderer, she would say the ‘safe word’ and we would move in. 
 
        We decided to use the old ‘sandwich’ ploy. Louie and Willie would be in one car, Kevin and I in another. Once we got the word, Louie would pull in front of the perp while Kevin and I crept up behind. Once we had him ‘sandwiched in,’ the four of us, armed of course, would converge on the vehicle. We figured four to one odds were pretty good. 
 
        Charlene, wired and ready to go, took her spot on the corner. Louie parked a block east of her and I found a spot a block west. 
 
        Nothing to do now but wait. 
 
        Word of the murders must have gotten around. Traffic was light, and in an hour, only a few cars had slowed down at the corner. None had stopped. 
 
       Just past ten, a car stopped and rolled down the window. The usual conversation ensued. Charlene stepped up to the window. “You lookin’ for a date?” 
 
        “Might be. How much?” 
 
        “Nothin’ kinky, fifty bucks.” 
 
        “Too rich for my blood.” 
 
        He drove away. 
 
        Twenty minutes later, a dump truck stopped.  
 
        “You lookin’ for a date.” 
 
        “What’s it gonna cost me?” 
 
        “Fifty.” 
 
        “Climb in.” 
 
        “Must be some poor working stiff just getting off the job,” Kevin said. “Reminds me of poor Pancho.” 
 
        “Pancho? Who’s Pancho?” 
 
        “You’ve never heard Pancho’s refrain? Let me share it with you. 
 
        My name is Pancho. 
 
        I live on a rancho. 
 
        I make five dollars a day. 
 
        Then I go see Lucy. 
 
        She shows me her coochie. 
 
        And takes my five dollars away! 
 
      
 
        “Very funny.” 
 
        We saw the truck pull away from the curb. 
 
        We heard Charlene’s voice. “I have a room at a motel near here or I can take care of you here in the truck.” 
 
        “That’s okay,” the man replied. “I have a place not far from here too. We’ll go there.” 
 
        “Can’t do that,” Charlene said. “I don’t go where I don’t know. It’s either here or at the motel.” 
 
        “Well, tonight you’ll make an exception.” 
 
        “No, I won’t. Pull over. I’m getting out.” 
 
        “You’re not going anywhere. Now sit still and keep your mouth shut.” 
 
        “Well, okay then, but can we stop and get some popcorn?” 
 
        “Popcorn?” 
 
        That was Charlene’s safe word. We had the guy. 
 
        I saw Louie, who had pulled away in front of the truck, put on his brakes. When the dump truck stopped, I pulled up until I was almost touching. 
 
        Guns drawn, the four of us jumped out of our cars and surrounded the truck. 
 
        “Get out of the truck with your hands in the air!” Kevin bellowed. 
 
        “The hell I will,” the man yelled back. 
 
        Then I heard a screeching sound and watched in horror as the bed of the huge truck began to rise. A moment later, my car was buried under a truckload of fill dirt. 
 
        The man threw the truck in gear and floored it, smashing into Louie’s old Toyota. The little car was no match for the truck. It scooted along the pavement, striking a telephone pole and crumpling. The truck backed away and just as the driver was about to accelerate, Willie shouted, “Jump Charlene! Jump!” 
 
        The passenger door flew open and Charlene tumbled onto the street as the truck sped away. 
 
        We had him, and then we didn’t. 
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        Jan had been cruising up and down Independence Avenue. She figured there would be a number of women plying their trade along the street, but she was wrong. Just one lone woman stood under a corner street light. 
 
        She found a spot in a laundromat parking lot where she could observe the woman. By ten o’clock, there had been only one car stop. It was there for a brief moment, then sped away. 
 
        She was about to call it a night when a dump truck pulled up. She couldn’t actually see what was taking place, but when the truck pulled away, the woman was gone, evidently inside the truck. 
 
        She was about to follow when she noticed two other vehicles. One pulled onto the street in front of the truck. The other trailed behind. 
 
        Cautiously, she followed. 
 
        Suddenly, the car in front pulled to a stop. The dump truck stopped and the second car pulled up behind, boxing in the truck. 
 
        Immediately, four men jumped out of the two cars, guns drawn. One of them yelled, “Get out of the truck with your hands in the air!” 
 
        Her first thought was that it was a police operation. Then she noticed that all four of the men had to be at least seventy. These men definitely weren’t cops, but they seemed to know what they were doing. 
 
        She took a closer look and thought she recognized two of the men. Then it came to her. She had seen them at the mayor’s fund-raising event. They were the ones manning the metal detector and screening the guests. 
 
        Jan expected the driver to exit the truck with his hands in the air and was shocked when she saw the huge bed lifting and dumping its load onto the car in back. 
 
        A moment later, the truck was pushing the smaller car which eventually smashed into a telephone pole. 
 
        Then she saw the woman jump from the cab just as the truck sped away, leaving the four men standing in the street. 
 
        There was no way they could follow. One vehicle was buried under tons of dirt. The other was wrapped around a pole. 
 
        Jan pulled into the street and followed the truck. It wound around the back streets of the old Northeast neighborhood and finally pulled into a driveway on Garfield. 
 
        She clicked off her lights, pulled to the curb, and watched the man enter the house. The house had been dark until he entered. Only then did she see a light inside. A good indication that no one else was there. 
 
        She waited for twenty minutes, giving the man inside time to recover from nearly being captured.  
 
        Taking a deep breath, she pulled her taser and headed to the front door. 
 
        She had already decided not to take any unnecessary chances. After all, this man had butchered three women. She would strike immediately with no chit-chat. 
 
        She knocked on the door. She saw the man peek out. The one advantage she had, was that most men aren’t threatened by a woman. In fact, most men, finding an attractive woman on their doorstep late at night, wouldn’t be able to resist the temptation to find out why they were there. 
 
        This man was no exception. 
 
        He opened the door. “Yeah, whadda you want?” 
 
        “You!” she spat, pulling the trigger on the taser. 
 
        The man fell back, writhing in agony on the floor. 
 
        She moved inside quickly, shutting the door. As soon as the man was still, she administered the poison. 
 
        When she was sure he was dead, she pulled his body into a sitting position and started searching the house. A few moments later she found what she was looking for, a jar on the kitchen counter with three pinky fingers inside. 
 
        She took the grisly trophies, placed the jar in the man’s lap, and left her calling card. On the back, she scribbled the note, “You’re welcome!” 
 
        As she left, she turned and looked at the body. “You just can’t treat women that way no matter who they are or what they do.” 
 
        The Black Widow closed the door and disappeared into the night. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 7 
 
      
 
        I couldn’t believe what just happened. We had the guy and we let him slip away. 
 
        Kevin surveyed my car, barely visible under a ton of dirt and rocks. “Well, that could have gone better. I hope you know a good car wash.” 
 
        Louie the Lip grimaced at the sight of his old Toyota wrapped around a telephone pole. “Won’t be drivin’ dat one home.” 
 
        Willie had run to help Charlene who had been thrown to the curb when she leaped out of the truck. I noticed she was limping. 
 
        “Charlene, are you hurt?” 
 
        “Just a few bumps and bruises and a scraped knee, but I’ll live. I’m in a lot better shape than your two rides. So what now?” 
 
        “I assume you got a good look at the guy and would recognize him,” Kevin said. 
 
        “I got a good look all right,” she replied. “I’ll recognize that creep when I see him again.” 
 
        Then I thought of something. “Charlene, if I remember correctly, the guy said he had a place not far from here.” 
 
        “Yeah, he did.” 
 
        “It makes sense. The other three women were abducted within a few blocks from here, so his pad could be pretty close by.” 
 
        “So wot you thinkin’?” Louie asked. 
 
        “A huge dump truck should be easy to spot. It’s pretty hard to hide. I say we scour the surrounding neighborhood. Maybe we’ll luck out and find him.” 
 
        “We doin’ dis on foot?” Willie asked, surveying our disabled vehicles. 
 
        “No, we’re calling for reinforcements.” 
 
        I punched the speed dial on my phone. “Dad, it’s Walt.” Pause. “Yes, I know what time it is. I need your help. Go into the basement, grab a couple of shovels, and bring them to the corner of Independence Avenue and Gladstone. And hurry!” Pause. “Never mind. I’ll tell you when you get here.” 
 
        “My next call was to Ox. “Hey partner, you up for a little adventure and a good laugh?” 
 
        “Always. What’s up?” 
 
        “We’re going after a serial killer. Get Judy and bring both of your cars to Independence Avenue and Gladstone. I’ll explain when you get here.” 
 
        “We’re on the way.” 
 
        Everyone had been listening to my conversations. 
 
        “I’ll call Maurice,” Louie said. “I’m gonna need a ride home anyway, an’ he might as well help.” 
 
        Ox and Judy were the first to arrive. The moment Ox stepped out of his car and saw the rear end of mine sticking out of a mound of dirt, he doubled over laughing. “You promised me a good laugh and you never disappoint. I can’t wait to hear how this went down.” 
 
        At that moment, Dad arrived. I hadn’t asked for Bernice, but there she was. I should have known. The two are inseparable. 
 
        “Holy crap!” Dad muttered, eyeballing my sorry car. “Good thing I brought plenty of shovels. Walt, you’re my son and I love you, but this is one for the books.” 
 
        Maurice was the last to arrive. He parked, took a look at Louie’s smashed Toyota, and shook his head. “I keep tellin’ ya dese white folks ain’t nothin’ but trouble, but you jes’ won’t lissen.” 
 
        With everyone present, I shared the evening’s unfortunate sequence of events. 
 
        “So, after we dig my car out, we’ll have five vehicles to canvass the streets around Independence Avenue. We can cover a lot of ground. If he’s anywhere close, it shouldn’t be hard to spot a dump truck.” 
 
        “An’ I betta get my wreck outta here befo’ de cops come,” Louie said. “I know a guy wit a tow truck.” 
 
        Everyone was in agreement, so we grabbed shovels and started digging. 
 
        Twenty minutes later, my car was drivable, Louie’s Toyota was being towed away and we were ready to roll. Louie, Maurice, and Charlene in one car, Dad and Bernice in another, Kevin and I in my dirtmobile, and Ox and Judy in their vehicles. We mapped out a search grid and began our quest. 
 
        A half-hour later, I got a call from Ox. “I’ve got a dump truck. It’s in a driveway in the 400 block of Garfield.” 
 
        “Great! Call the others. I’m on the way.” 
 
        The nine of us huddled on the sidewalk a block from the house. 
 
        “Is that the truck?” Ox asked. 
 
        I nodded. “I’m pretty sure it is.” 
 
        “I know it is,” Charlene confirmed. “Remember, I was in it!” 
 
        “How do you want to play this?” Ox asked. “Shall I call it in? Maybe get S.W.A.T. out here?” 
 
        “I don’t think so,” Kevin replied. “That will only gum up the works. By the time we explain what happened and they get a warrant, the guy could be gone. I say we take him. We’ve got the manpower.” 
 
        “I agree,” Louie said. “We let dis creep get away once tonight. Let’s not give him another chance.” 
 
        “Then here’s the deal,” I said. “Ox and Judy can’t be a part of this. They’re cops. They can’t go busting down doors without a warrant. Kevin and me, Louie, Maurice and Willie will go in. Dad, you and Bernice stay out here with Ox, Judy and Charlene. You can watch the back in case he makes a run for it.” 
 
        Everyone nodded in agreement. 
 
        Weapons drawn, the five of us crept forward like a geriatric assault team. Maurice was the youngest and strongest among us, so he was elected to smash the door. 
 
        Poised outside the door, Maurice whispered, “Ever’one ready?” 
 
        We gave him a ‘thumbs up,’ and he crashed into the door. The casing splintered and we charged inside. 
 
        We stopped dead in our tracks and our mouths flew open when we spotted the body propped up against the wall. 
 
        “Looks like someone beat us to the punch,” Kevin said. Then he took a closer look. “Guess who?” 
 
        I spotted the card. “The Black Widow! But how---?” 
 
        “She must have been staking out the area too,” Kevin replied. “I’ll bet she witnessed our Keystone Cops routine, and while we were standing there in the street with our thumbs up our rear ends, she was taking care of business.” 
 
        Then I noticed the jar. “This is the guy for sure. Those are his trophies.” 
 
        At that moment, the rest of the gang appeared. 
 
        Charlene saw the jar in the perp’s lap. “That bastard! Those were my friends!” 
 
        She lunged toward the body, but Willie held her back. “I know you wants to kick his ass, but de dude’s dead. We don’ want to go messin’ up a crime scene.” 
 
        “You’re right,” she said, slumping in his arms. 
 
        “How do you want to play this?” Kevin asked. 
 
        I thought for a moment. “You and I set up the sting with Willie and Charlene. When things went south, we decided to look for the dump truck. We found it and hit the door. As soon as we saw the body, we backed out and called Ox. Ox came over and called it in. Louie, it’s probably better if you and Maurice aren’t around when the cops get here.” 
 
        “You got dat right. We’re outta here. Jus’ glad we got dat creep off de streets. Let’s go Maurice.” 
 
        I turned to Dad. “You and Bernice skedaddle too. Too many cooks spoil the pot, if you know what I mean.” 
 
        “Gotcha. We’ll go.” Then he saw the card. “The Black Widow did that?” 
 
        I nodded. 
 
        Bernice, of course, was confused. “That poor man died of a spider bite?” 
 
        “Something like that,” Dad said, moving her along. “I’ll explain on the way home.” 
 
        When everyone was gone, I turned to Ox. “It’s your show, partner.” 
 
        He called it in, and fifteen minutes later the place was crawling with cops. 
 
        Detective Blaylock was speechless. 
 
        “Unbelievable! How did you people get mixed up in this?” 
 
        Naturally, I had to embellish the truth a wee bit. “The three women who were murdered were friends of Charlene. Since the police weren’t making any progress on the case, she came to us for help. We are private investigators, after all. We decided to set up a sting. Charlene pretended to be a hooker.” 
 
        “Pretended?” he interrupted, giving Charlene the evil eye. 
 
        “That’s our story and we’re sticking with it. Anyway, we set up the sting. This guy picks her up in a dump truck. Once we figure he might be the guy, we try to stop the truck. That didn’t turn out so good.” 
 
        “I suppose that explains the mound of dirt in the middle of Independence Avenue,” he said, sarcastically. 
 
        “That was on him,” I said, pointing to the body. “Anyway, after we uncovered my car, we decided to canvass the area. He told Charlene he had a pad close by. We found the truck, hit the door, and as soon as we saw the body, we backed out and called Ox.” 
 
        At that moment, the medical examiner interrupted. “Same M.O. Taser marks on the chest and I’m pretty sure the tox screen will show death by an injection of potassium chloride. Plus, of course, the calling card. This one’s a bit different though.” 
 
        “Different? How?” Blaylock asked.  
 
        “This one has a note on the back. ‘You’re welcome.’” 
 
        Blaylock buried his face in his hands. “Jesus! Now I suppose we’re supposed to thank one serial killer for taking out another one! If the press gets wind of this, the chief will have a fit. The press will undoubtedly say that the Black Widow got the job done when the cops couldn’t.” 
 
        “Well,” Kevin replied, sarcastically, “isn’t that what happened?” 
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        The next morning, Jan stopped by the library, printed another note on their computer, arrived at the Star early, and left the note on the crime reporter’s desk. 
 
        Then she watched as Dan read the note telling him to ask the cops about the card found on the body of the man who had been murdering prostitutes along Independence Avenue. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 8 
 
      
 
        Detective Blaylock’s worst nightmare had come to pass. 
 
        Bright and early the next morning he received a call from a reporter at the Star asking him to confirm details involving the death of the Independence Avenue serial killer --- details that only someone who had actually been at the scene could have known --- very likely the Black Widow herself. 
 
        He couldn’t deny the information because it was true. 
 
        Much to the dismay of the brass in city hall, the headline in the next day’s Star read, “The Black Widow strikes again!” 
 
        The story led with the fact that the police had no leads in the Independence Avenue murders and their investigation had hit a road block, then went on to tell all the gruesome details of the serial killer’s demise at the hands of the Black Widow. 
 
        Thankfully, our role in the whole affair was not mentioned. Evidently the Widow had no intention of sharing the spotlight with a gang of geriatric goofballs who let the killer slip through their fingers. 
 
        As soon as the paper hit the streets, the social media was on fire.  
 
        The Black Widow’s supporters praised the vigilante for succeeding where the cops had failed. One more scumbag off the streets thanks to the newfound champion of women’s rights.  
 
        Her detractors fumed that this was just the act of a cold-blooded murderer who had taken the law into her own hands. 
 
        I had just finished the paper when the phone rang. 
 
        “Walt, Kevin here. We may have a new client. Can we come over?” 
 
        “Give me a few minutes to get some pants on.” 
 
        “Please do. I’ve seen you without, and it’s not a pretty sight.” 
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        Twenty minutes later Kevin and our potential client were in my office. 
 
        “Walt, this is Melissa James. She’s Victoria’s friend. Melissa and my wife both work out at Planet Fitness.” 
 
        “Pleased to meet you, Melissa. How may we help you?” 
 
        “Well,” she said, turning red, “it’s really embarrassing, and I’m not even sure it’s true.” 
 
        “Nothing you say will shock us,” Kevin said, patting her hand. “We’re both in our seventies and have seen just about everything. Just tell us what’s bothering you.” 
 
        “Okay,” she replied, taking a deep breath. “I think I might have been assaulted by my dentist. I went in for a simple filling. It was no big deal. I’ve had fillings before. When he started to put that mask thing over my nose, I told him that wouldn’t be necessary, but he insisted. He said it was common practice these days. I also noticed something else. Most dentists have an assistant with that little sucky thing, but he was alone. Anyway, he put the mask over my nose, and the next thing I knew, I was awake and it was all over.” 
 
        “What made you think you’d been assaulted?” I asked. 
 
        “I didn’t realize until later that my blouse was buttoned crooked. Also, there are three hooks on my bra. I always use the third hook. When I got home, it was hooked in the middle one. I think he undressed me while I was asleep.” 
 
        “I can see why you’re concerned,” I said, sympathetically. “What is the dentist’s name and what is it you want to do?” 
 
        “His name is Morris Driller and I want to find out if this actually happened. If he did it to me, he’s undoubtedly done it to other women and will continue to do so, but I need to be sure. I don’t want to falsely accuse, but if it’s true, then he needs to be exposed and face the consequences. Do you think you can help me?” 
 
        Kevin thought for a moment. “I think we can but I need to discuss it with Walt. Let us have a pow wow and I’ll get back to you.” 
 
        “Sounds fair,” she replied. “I’ll be expecting your call.” 
 
        When she was gone, I turned to Kevin. “Okay, you can laugh now.” 
 
        He grinned, “A dentist named Driller? What are the odds?” 
 
        “Anyway, back to the case. It sounded like you have something in mind.” 
 
        “I do,” he replied with a smile. “As I recall, you’ve had some undercover experience in a dentist’s chair.” 
 
        He was right. A few years ago, an enterprising dentist intent on taking advantage of high gold prices, was putting his patients out with nitrous oxide and while they were sleeping, removed their gold fillings, replacing them with an acrylic resin.  
 
        I had a reputation in the precinct as the go-to undercover guy. That, and the fact that I actually had a gold filling, made me the logical candidate to smoke out the greedy dentist. 
 
        Everything went like clockwork. I was put under and relieved of my gold tooth. That one molar was enough to put the creep behind bars. 
 
        “I don’t see how that case applies,” I replied. “I don’t wear a bra, and I doubt the guy would be interested in fondling my breasts.” 
 
        “I’m sure that’s true, but that’s not what I have in mind. We need to get you in that chair. Once you’re there, I’ll create a distraction. That will give you time to plant a mini cam in his office.” 
 
        “Plant a mini cam? That will take time and Driller will surely see it.” 
 
        “I appreciate that you’re technologically challenged, but I’ve got this covered. I have a Mini WiFi surveillance DVR camera that’s no bigger than your thumb. There’s no wires to connect. We’ll put some double-sided tape on the back and all you’ll have to do is find an obscure place on the wall to stick it so it focuses on the chair. I have an app on my phone that connects to the camera. We can watch what’s going on in the office anywhere, anytime, right on my phone. If the guy is diddling his patients, we’ll have him.” 
 
        As much as I hate going to the dentist, Kevin’s plan just might work. 
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        I made an appointment to see Doc Driller. 
 
        His office was located on 39th Street, a single door sandwiched between a pizza joint and a massage parlor. I knew I’d found the right place. M. Driller D.D.S. was stenciled on the front door in faded letters. 
 
        Those particular buildings were probably built in the forties, and it wasn’t unreasonable to assume his office had the original paint. 
 
        My dentist has a modern facility, spotlessly clean, with multiple treatment rooms occupied by a staff of dental assistants cleaning and polishing teeth while he does the more complicated procedures. 
 
        Driller was obviously a one-man show, except for the grey-haired lady at the reception desk who could have been his grandmother. 
 
        When I entered, she handed me a clip board. “Please have a seat and fill out this form. The doctor will be with you shortly.” 
 
        The form basically wanted to know two things --- what hurt, and could I afford to pay for treatment. 
 
        I finished the form and had just picked up a two-year-old copy of Field and Stream when the doctor appeared. 
 
        He was in his late forties or early fifties. He was balding with a comb-over and had a salt and pepper mustache that looked like a caterpillar had crawled up on his lip and died. All that, along with his paunchy belly, made his chances of attracting women with his good looks slim and none. 
 
        “Mr. Williams, please come in.” 
 
        Just as Melissa said, there was no assistant, just Driller. 
 
        Once seated, he put one of those napkin things around my neck to catch the drool and blood spatter. 
 
        “What brings you in today?” he asked. 
 
        “Tooth ache,” I replied, stating the obvious. 
 
        “Which one?” 
 
        “Dish one,” I replied, opening my mouth and pointing with my finger. 
 
        He bent close, tapped the tooth, and poked around with the little gizmo that looks like a nut pick. 
 
        “Hmmmm, I see what you mean. Looks like the tooth is dying. You’ll probably need a root canal. I’ll take an x-ray to be sure.” 
 
        At that moment, I heard a commotion in the waiting room. Kevin had arrived. 
 
        A moment later, his geriatric receptionist popped her head in the door. “Sorry to bother you, Doctor, but there’s a man in the waiting room I think you should see.” 
 
        “I have a patient,” he replied, annoyed. “Can’t it wait?” 
 
        “I don’t think so. He says he’s from the State Board of Dentistry.” Then she whispered as if I couldn’t hear, “He says they have received a complaint about overcharging a customer and wants to see our billing records.” 
 
        Diller rolled his eyes. “I’m so sorry Mr. Williams. I need to take a moment. I’ll be right back.” 
 
        “Not a problem. I’ll be right here.” 
 
        I had been eyeballing his office. On the wall directly across from the dental chair, a ghastly vase containing a faded flower of some kind sat on a small shelf. I quietly crept out of the chair and stuck the camera on the wall underneath the lip of the shelf. I returned to the chair. Perfect! 
 
        Ten minutes later, Driller returned. I heard him mumble, “Damned bureaucrats!” under his breath. 
 
        “Okay Mr. Williams, where were we? Ah yes, an x-ray.” 
 
        “I’m so sorry, Dr. Driller,” I said, unhooking the spit rag from around my neck. “While you were away, I received a text from my office. Something important that requires my attention has come up. I’m afraid I’ll have to reschedule.” 
 
        “Sorry to hear that,” he replied, obviously disappointed. “We need to take care of that tooth before the infection spreads through your body.” 
 
        While we had yet to prove that Driller was a groper, there was no doubt he was a crook. There was nothing wrong with my tooth. 
 
        “I’ll call,” I said, hurrying out the door. 
 
        I joined Kevin in his car a block away. 
 
        “Well, let’s see how you did.” 
 
        He punched a button on his phone and there was Dr. Driller’s dental chair in living color. 
 
        Now came the boring part. We might be sitting for hours waiting for the right woman to trip the switch on Driller’s libido. In the meantime, we’d have a front-row seat watching Dr. Driller drill. 
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        Jan needed a jolt of caffeine and had just taken a seat in the break room. Two female staffers were seated two tables away. She was close enough to overhear their hushed conversation. 
 
        “Rachel, you’ve seemed upset today. Is something wrong?” 
 
        She nodded. “You know how sometimes you wake up from a dream and it was so real you would swear it had actually happened?” 
 
        “Of course. That happens to all of us. What kind of dream was it?” 
 
        “Well, I’m not so sure it was actually a dream. That’s what’s frightening me. I was at the dentist. He put me out with nitrous oxide. I sort of woke up --- not all the way --- and everything was hazy. I would swear that his hand was under my blouse fondling my breasts. Then I was out again. When I awoke the second time, the procedure was over and everything seemed fine. I didn’t want to actually accuse the man, so I just said I’d had a weird dream while I was under. He said not to worry, that was a common occurrence, but I swear it seemed so real.” 
 
        “Rachel, that’s serious business. I think you should contact the American Dental Association and see if there have been complaints filed against him. What’s this creep’s name?” 
 
        “Morris Driller, and you’re right. I think I will give them a call.” 
 
        Don’t bother, Jan thought. This is a job for the Black Widow. 
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        Jan looked up Morris Driller on Google, located his office, and read his résumé. She also found an old photo. The information said his office hours were from nine to five Monday through Friday. 
 
        Stocked with her usual provisions, she parked on 39th, a block from his office. At four-fifty, she left her car and sauntered down 39th toward his office. 
 
        Right at five, an elderly, grey-haired lady left his office, probably his receptionist. 
 
        Ten minutes later, Driller came out, and when he turned to lock the door, Jan slipped up behind him and pressed the taser into his back. 
 
        “Dr. Driller, let’s go back inside.” 
 
        “I don’t understand. What’s going on? If you want an appointment, come back tomorrow.” 
 
        “No, I’m afraid tomorrow will be too late. Feel the gun in your back? Now get inside so we can talk.” 
 
        “Okay, okay, don’t shoot. I’m going.” 
 
        Jan locked the door and pushed Driller into the treatment room. “Have a seat, Doctor.” 
 
        “Who are you? What do you want?” 
 
        “Doctor Driller, I hear you’ve been a very bad boy.” 
 
        “I have no idea what you’re talking about.” 
 
        “Oh really? Does a patient named Rachel ring a bell? She was sitting right where you are now when you put her to sleep and fondled her breasts.” 
 
        She could see the fear in his face. “Look, I can explain.” 
 
        “No need. The fear in your eyes tells me everything I need to know.” 
 
        She pulled the trigger and the probes shot into his chest. As soon as he was still, she administered the poison. 
 
        After arranging the body just so, and placing her calling card on the body, she looked around the office. Satisfied that she had left nothing incriminating, she took Driller’s keys and smiled. “Doctor, your drilling and fondling days are over.” 
 
        She locked the door, and as she headed back to her car, tossed the keys into the storm drain. 
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        The next morning, Kevin and I found a parking spot close to Driller’s office. 
 
        “Well, let’s tune in to the Dr. Driller show,” Kevin said, pulling out his phone. He punched the app button. “Holy crap!” 
 
        He handed me the phone. Driller was sitting in his treatment chair, obviously quite dead. His shirt was open exposing his breasts, and on his paunch belly was a card. 
 
        The Black Widow had struck again! 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 9 
 
      
 
        I called Detective Blaylock. “Derek, Walt Williams here. I hate to be the bearer of bad tidings, but the Black Widow has claimed another victim, Dr. Morris Driller. He’s in his office on 39th.” 
 
        “How ---? Never mind. I’ll be right there.” 
 
        Fifteen minutes later, 39th was cordoned off and cops were everywhere. 
 
        Blaylock arrived on the scene and tried the office door. It was locked. Then he spotted us. 
 
        “Didn’t you say Driller was killed in his office?” 
 
        I nodded. 
 
        “How did you know that? The door’s locked.” 
 
        Kevin held up his phone. “How’s this for evidence?” 
 
        “Oh, for chrissakes! I suppose you were investigating the guy.” 
 
        “Yep, a client came to us two days ago. She claimed that Driller put her out with nitrous oxide and undressed her while she was asleep. She wanted to be sure before she filed a complaint, so she asked us to check him out. Walt planted a mini cam in his office yesterday. Everything was fine when we left yesterday afternoon, then this morning --- bingo!” 
 
         Blaylock shook his head. “Unbelievable. The two of you found the senator, the Independence Avenue serial killer, and now this. If I didn’t know better, I’d think you were in cahoots with the Black Widow.” 
 
        “Not likely,” I replied. “I hate spiders of any kind. Ask Maggie.” 
 
        It was true. Tarzan was one of my boyhood heroes. When I was eight, I went to a Saturday afternoon matinee. The title of the movie was Tarzan and the Web of Arrack. A giant spider captured Tarzan and wrapped him in its silken web. Ever since, spiders creep me out. Snakes --- no problem, but spiders give me the willies. 
 
        At that moment, a grey-haired lady approached the door. 
 
        “That’s Driller’s receptionist,” I said, pointing. “She’s about to find out she’s unemployed.” 
 
        “I can’t have her mucking up my crime scene,” Blaylock said. “You two stay put. I still have a lot of questions.” 
 
        Later that morning we gave our complete statement. Naturally, Blaylock questioned Melissa James who, of course, confirmed our story. 
 
        As in the previous Black Widow murders, somehow the press learned all the gory details. Once the story hit the front page, five more women came forward acknowledging that they suspected they had been molested by the dentist but were either too ashamed or too uncertain to press the issue. 
 
        Once again, a myriad of posts on social media declared that there was one less pervert roaming the streets of Kansas City thanks to the Black Widow. 
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        Jan was reading an article in the Star about ‘revenge porn,’ where a former partner shares a nude, semi-nude, or compromising photo online. 
 
        The article quoted MaryAnne Metheny, the CEO of Hope House, the domestic violence shelter for women. “It can be devastating, absolutely devastating to a victim. It’s one of the most common forms that abusers use to maintain control over their victims.” 
 
        It went on to quote Amanda Lenhart, a researcher at the Data & Society Research Institute. “Nonconsensual pornography can have a devastating and lasting impact on victims, so it’s vital that we understand how common this is and who is affected.” 
 
        The Research Institute released a study stating that one in 25 Americans are either threatened with or victims of nonconsensual image sharing, or "revenge porn" as it's more commonly known. That equates to roughly 10 million Americans. 
 
        Just over two years ago, actresses Jennifer Lawrence and Kate Upton found their private images had been stolen and posted on the Internet for all to see.  
 
        This information was still fresh in Jan’s mind at the morning briefing.  
 
        Chris Carnes gave an assignment to one of the government affairs reporters that drew her attention. “I’m sure we’ve all heard about the revenge porn controversy. So far, 38 states, including Kansas, have passed a law against revenge porn. Missouri lawmakers in the house have given initial approval to a similar proposal for the Show-Me-State. Missouri House Bill 1558 would make it a class D felony for a former partner to share a compromising photo of an ex online or with a smartphone. An amendment to the bill would also make it a felony to also threaten someone with sharing a nude or partially clothed photo. Willa, a young woman from Kansas City, Gloria Hancock, is going to testify before a house committee. I’d like you to contact her. I think it’d make a great human-interest story and focus attention on this problem.” 
 
        Jan could only imagine the humiliation of seeing compromising photos of herself on the Internet. How embarrassing it must be to face family, friends and co-workers knowing they had seen them too. What kind of man would stoop so low? She answered her own question. One that would deserve a visit from the Black Widow.  
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        Two days later, Willa’s story appeared in the paper. 
 
        Gloria Hancock stated that the relationship with her tormentor had started off quite well, but after a few months she heard from friends that in spite of his proclamations of monogamy, he had been seeing other women. She confirmed their suspicions and terminated the relationship. He did not take it well. He called repeatedly, harassed her at her job, and stalked her in the evenings. She began to fear for her safety and was granted a restraining order. It was shortly after he was served with the order that compromising photos appeared online. 
 
        Jan’s anger grew as she read the story. What an ass! Time to pay him a visit. The man’s name was not printed in the story. She needed more information. 
 
        She found Gloria’s number and gave her a call. “Miss Hancock, my name is Gretchen Steele. I’m a reporter from the Kansas City Star. I read about what you’ve been going through and I’m so sorry.” 
 
        “Thank you. I appreciate that.” 
 
        “Let me tell you why I’m calling. You wouldn’t believe the response we’ve had to your story. Our readers have been asking for information about your ex. They’d love to hear his side of the story --- what possessed him to retaliate as he did. I know this may sound far-fetched, but I’ve been given the assignment of interviewing him. With all the bad press, I doubt he’ll even talk to me, but I have to try. I wonder if you could help me out with a little background information --- his name, phone number, where he hangs out --- that kind of thing. I think it’s important to keep this issue in the spotlight until House Bill 1558 is passed, don’t you?” 
 
        “I suppose so. I really don’t know much. We haven’t been together for months now.” 
 
        “Like I said, just the basics. I’ll take it from there. Let’s start with his name.” 
 
        Jan learned the ex’s name was Roger Leaper. He was a car salesman at a Ford dealership, he lived in an apartment on Bellevue, and his favorite hangout was the Riot Room on Broadway. 
 
        That was enough to get started. 
 
        Jan’s first stop was the car dealership. She hadn’t seen a photo of the guy and she knew that most dealerships had a ‘wall of fame’ with photos of their top salespersons. Wearing dark glasses and a straw hat pulled low on her face, she strolled into the dealership. Thankfully, all of the floor salesmen were with customers. She found the ‘wall’ and sure enough, there was Roger’s smiling face. 
 
        She could tell from the picture that he fancied himself a ladies’ man. He had rugged good looks and an air of superiority that no doubt served him well on the sales floor as well as the bar scene. She knew the type well --- God’s gift to women. She wasn’t surprised that he had gone bonkers when Gloria dumped him. It had, no doubt, been a blow to his gigantic ego. 
 
        Her first thought was to pretend to be interested in a car and ask for a test drive. She could drive to a secluded spot and take care of him right there in the front seat. On second thought, too risky. Another salesman might see them together. No point taking unnecessary risks. There would be other ways. 
 
        The dark of night was always the best cover. 
 
        She parked on Broadway a few doors down from the Riot Room. Just as Gloria predicted, he showed up at eight o’clock. She desperately wanted to go inside and watch him in action, but again, she didn’t want to be seen in close proximity to her victim. He came out at eleven. She followed him home noting where he parked. At eleven-thirty, the neighborhood was dark and quiet. Yes, this would be the perfect place. 
 
        The next night she was ready. 
 
        Roger appeared just as he had the night before. His three hours in the club seemed like forever, but just before eleven, he came swaggering out the door. The moment she saw him she started her car and sped to his home. She only needed to beat him there by a few minutes.  
 
        She parked where she knew he would have to walk past her, popped the hood of her car, and pulled a spark plug wire loose. 
 
        She watched him park, and as he headed her way she bent over the engine block with a flashlight. 
 
        “Car trouble?” he asked, coming up behind her. 
 
        “Yes, everything was running just fine, then all of a sudden the engine started sputtering, then just quit. I --- I wish I knew more about cars.” 
 
        “I know a thing or two. Let me take a look.” 
 
        She handed him the flashlight. 
 
        “Here’s the problem,” he said. “Loose spark plug wire. There, that should do it. Give it a try.” 
 
        Jan slid into the driver’s seat and turned on the ignition. 
 
        “There you go,” Roger said. “Purrs like a kitten.” 
 
        “Thank you so much. I was just about to call Triple A. You saved me a long wait. I was pretty scared out here alone this time of night.” 
 
        “Glad I could be of help. You do look a bit jumpy.” He pointed to his house. “This is my place. How about a nightcap to calm your nerves?” 
 
        “Oh, no. I don’t want to be any trouble.” 
 
        “Nonsense! No trouble at all. I’ve got a nice bottle of wine I’ve been saving for a special occasion. How about it?” 
 
        “Well, that does sound nice.” 
 
        “That settles it then. Follow me.” 
 
        She followed him to his second-floor apartment. 
 
        “Make yourself comfortable. I’ll get the wine.” 
 
        She looked around. Typical bachelor pad. Stereo, big screen TV, and sports memorabilia everywhere. 
 
        A few minutes later he returned carrying two glasses and a bottle of wine. 
 
        “Here we go. This should take the edge off.” 
 
        “What? No camera?” 
 
        He looked confused. “I --- I don’t understand.” 
 
        “Maybe that comes later,” she replied, “after you get me drunk and undressed. Then you get your camera and take the compromising photos you can post online if I give you any trouble.” 
 
        “Who are you?” 
 
        “Your worst nightmare,” she replied pulling the taser from her purse. 
 
        The glasses and wine bottle fell to the floor as the probes from the taser bit into his flesh. 
 
        After administering the fatal dose of potassium chloride, she made sure she had left no evidence of her presence there. 
 
        She placed her calling card on his chest, and as she left, she murmured, “This is for Gloria and all the other women who have been humiliated by scum like you.” 
 
        Then she slipped quietly into the night. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 10 
 
      
 
        Three days after Dr. Driller’s demise, Detective Blaylock came by our apartment. 
 
        “Walt, if you’ve got a minute we need to talk.” 
 
        “Sure Derek. Come on in.” 
 
        I was immediately suspicious. Blaylock doesn’t normally make social house calls. 
 
        “What’s on your mind, Derek?” 
 
        He sighed. “The Black Widow. She struck again.” 
 
        I was shocked. “You mean another one after Driller?” 
 
        He nodded. “Her latest victim is Roger Leaper.” 
 
        “Never heard of him. What’s his story?” 
 
        “You’ve probably read the articles in the paper about revenge porn.” 
 
        “Yes, there was an article just the other day. It was about a woman who testified before a house committee. If I remember correctly, they’re looking at a bill that would make revenge porn a felony.” 
 
        “Correct. The woman in the article was Gloria Hancock. The guy who posted the compromising photos of Hancock is the Widow’s latest victim.” 
 
        “I don’t remember seeing the guy’s name in the paper.” 
 
        “It wasn’t. That’s the creepy part. Naturally, when we identified the victim, our first visit was with Gloria Hancock. She said she’d received a call from a Gretchen Steele who identified herself as a reporter from the Star. She said she was doing a follow-up article that featured her ex and wanted as much information as she could provide. We checked with the Star. There’s no reporter there named Gretchen Steele.” 
 
        “The Black Widow!” 
 
        “As soon as she got the information about Leaper from Hancock, she didn’t waste any time taking him out.” 
 
        “Who found the body?” 
 
        “Leaper was a salesman at a car dealership. When he didn’t come in for two days, and didn’t respond to telephone calls, his manager went by his apartment. The landlady let him in. They found Leaper’s body complete with the Widow’s calling card. 
 
        “Walt, this is the Widow’s fifth kill. The mayor is livid. We have a high-profile serial killer roaming our city and we don’t have a clue. To make matters worse, half the population is cheering her on. We have to make a bold move. That’s why I’m here.” 
 
        Oh boy! Here it comes! 
 
        “What kind of move?” 
 
        “We’re considering an undercover operation and we need your help.” 
 
        During my five years on the force, I was ‘volunteered’ for a number of undercover gigs. Many of them were personally humiliating and provided many laughs for my fellow officers. I was asked to be a transvestite because of my slight build and relatively hairless legs, a john in a prostitution sting because I looked old and needy, and a corpse in a sting to uncover an organ trading ring because I was the closest thing they had to a cadaver. 
 
        “What kind of operation?” 
 
        “The Black Widow has been targeting men who take advantage of women --- all kinds of women. We were thinking that she might also be interested in a man who takes advantage of little girls.” 
 
        I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. “You want me to pose as a pervert! A child molester!” 
 
        “We think that would be a temptation she couldn’t refuse.” 
 
        I was dumbfounded. “Why me?” 
 
        “Several reasons. First and most important, you have a lot of undercover experience. Second, you look nothing like a cop, and third, and please don’t take this the wrong way, it wouldn’t take much to make you look like a pervert.” 
 
        “How could I possibly take that the wrong way? I don’t think so. The other assignments I could live with, but this one is just disgusting.” 
 
        “Walt, five men are dead and no doubt there will be more. The city is on edge wondering who will be next. You have an opportunity to help us capture this vigilante and bring this senseless killing to an end.” 
 
        Crap! He played the good citizen card. 
 
        “How would this work?” 
 
        “It’s going to be touchy. We have to alert the public that a dangerous man is out there without causing a panic. We first thought about a school but nixed that idea. We decided on a city park. Gillham Park to be exact.  It’s right in midtown just off 39th Street. That’s the area where she’s made most of her kills. There are walking trails, a kid’s playground, a wading pool and rest rooms. 
 
        “The day before you appear, we’ll put out a ‘stranger danger’ alert saying that an elderly man has been seen offering candy to little girls near Gillham Park. That should alert the Black Widow. Then the next day, you will arrive looking the part of the pervert.” 
 
        “So basically, I’m bait.” 
 
        “Yes, that’s true, but we’ll have people everywhere watching you. A mother with a baby carriage will be an undercover officer. You know the drill. We’ll even have one of our officers bring her daughters for you to ogle.” 
 
        “That’s all well and good, but the Widow doesn’t strike in broad daylight. Somehow she’s gotten into hotel rooms and apartments.” 
 
        “We’ve got that covered too. We’ve rented a crummy little apartment on Lydia. Actually, we’ve rented two apartments. We’ll have officers in the apartment next to yours. You’ll be covered 24/7.” 
 
        “You seem to have everything figured out. What made you think I’d even consider this crazy scheme?” 
 
        “You haven’t let us down yet.” 
 
        Swell! 
 
        “I can’t give you an answer right now. I wouldn’t even think of doing this without talking to Maggie.” 
 
        “I understand. Just don’t take too long. There’s no telling when the Black Widow will strike again.” 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
        I dreaded talking to Maggie. 
 
        One of the reasons I retired from the force was to get away from these dangerous assignments. During the five years I was active, Maggie tolerated my undercover gigs, but there were so many narrow escapes that my tenant, Jerry, said if I was a cat, I would have used up my nine lives. 
 
        Maggie, still an active real estate agent, was working with out of town buyers. I knew she’d be coming home tired and hungry so I whipped up my signature dish, tuna casserole, and chilled a bottle of Arbor Mist. 
 
        When Maggie walked in the door, the table was set, candles lit, and the casserole had just come out of the oven. 
 
        “My goodness! How nice! What’s the occasion?” 
 
        “No occasion. Can’t a man prepare a scrumptious meal for his hard-working wife?” 
 
        “Well, I suppose so.”  
 
        Then she looked at me suspiciously. “Not so fast, buster! As I recall, you used to pull this trick when you were trying to soften me up for something. Spill it!” 
 
        Maggie doesn’t miss much. 
 
        “Why don’t you get into something comfortable, have a glass of wine, and we’ll talk over dinner? I’m anxious to hear about your day.” 
 
        “Yeah, I’ll bet you are,” she replied, stomping off to the bedroom. 
 
        “So, did you find a house for your clients?” I asked as we sat down to dinner. 
 
        “I did. Now what’s your story?” 
 
        I realized there was no point in trying to soften the blow. She was already on to me. 
 
        “I had a visitor today, Detective Blaylock.” 
 
        She put down her fork. “Walt! Please don’t tell me ---!” 
 
        “Just hear me out. He was here about the Black Widow killer. She struck again. That was murder number five. They need my help.” 
 
        “I don’t believe it! A whole police department and they have to ask a seventy-four-year-old to come out of retirement?” 
 
        “Well, I seem to have special qualifications.” 
 
        “What kind of qualifications?” 
 
        “To start with, they think I look like a pervert.” 
 
        I thought I saw the beginning of a smile but she quickly suppressed it. 
 
        “A pervert, huh? Yeah, I can see that. Go on.” 
 
        “The Widow has been targeting men who take advantage of women. They think I could lure her out in the open by pretending to be interested in little girls. They’ve got the whole thing set up in Gillham Park.” 
 
        “Lure her out? For heaven’s sake, Walt! You said yourself she’s already killed five times. What makes you think you won’t be number six?” 
 
        “The first five weren’t surrounded by cops. I’ll have eyes on me 24/7.” 
 
        “24/7? I guess that means you won’t be spending the night with me.” 
 
        “She wouldn’t try anything in the park. That’s not her style. She’s taken the others in their homes or hotel rooms. The cops have a small apartment for me and they also have the adjoining one. Like I said, I’ll be covered around the clock.” 
 
        I saw a tear glisten in her eye. “Walt, if anything happened to you I don’t know what I’d do.” 
 
        “Nothing’s going to happen. I promise.” 
 
        I just hoped I could keep that promise. 
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        The next day, Blaylock issued a ‘stranger danger’ alert. An elderly white male had been seen in Gillham park trying to lure little girls with candy. 
 
        That set the stage for my appearance the next day. 
 
        Even though it was a fairly mild spring day, I was dressed in a long trench coat with a ball cap pulled low onto my face. I was also given a large pair of sunglasses. According to Blaylock, molesters wear them so people can’t see their eyes while they’re ogling. 
 
        I found a park bench near the kid’s playground and took a seat. There wasn’t much to do but just sit there. It was boring as hell. 
 
        Passersby gave me dirty looks, much like people do when they see a pile of fresh dog poop. A few mothers arrived with children in tow, but seeing me, quickly departed.  
 
        One mother with two young girls stayed and played. I figured that was the undercover cop with her daughters. While they were there, I did my best ogling impression. 
 
        The day passed without incident, but all the while I couldn’t help wondering if the Black Widow was out there watching, making plans for my demise. 
 
        At dusk, I returned to my car and headed to the grungy apartment on Lydia. 
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        Like most millennials, Jan had all kinds of apps on her phone. There was a weather alert in case a tornado was imminent, a yellow alert when a child was missing, and a silver alert when a senior wandered off. 
 
        Her phone buzzed. She read the message. It was a ‘stranger danger’ alert. An elderly white male had been seen in Gillham Park trying to lure young girls. 
 
        Disgusting! she thought. There’s nothing more perverse that an adult taking children for sexual gratification. 
 
        This was definitely a job for the Black Widow. 
 
        That afternoon, she drove by the park, but there was no one there matching the description on the alert. 
 
        The next day she returned and spotted a man sitting on a park bench near the children’s playground. She watched the man through binoculars. He seemed to fit the description, but at that distance it was hard to tell. 
 
        A few mothers arrived, but seeing the man, quickly left, reinforcing the notion that this was the guy. 
 
        She knew she couldn’t take him in broad daylight, so she waited until he left at dusk, and followed him to a ramshackle apartment building on Lydia. 
 
        Perfect! she thought. She would take a closer look the next day, and if she was convinced this was indeed the defiler of little children, this would be the place to take him out. 
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        I had owned a lot of low-end rentals in my day, but nothing as bad as the one Derek had rented for our sting. 
 
        It was one large room with a dinky refrigerator, sink, and hot-plate in one corner. There was a separate bathroom. The tub had more rings than Saturn, and I couldn’t help but wonder how many tushies had been perched on the cracked, wooden toilet seat. 
 
        The mattress on the twin bed felt like it was stuffed with bowling balls, and a sharp spring protruded from the spot where I’d lay my head. 
 
        When I flipped on the light, roaches scurried into their little hidey-holes. If spiders are #1 on my most-hated list, roaches are #2.  
 
        They’re #1 on Maggie’s most hated list. We took a trip down south and checked into Boudreau’s Motor Inn. We soon learned that roaches in the deep south are more robust than our Midwest critters. When we turned on the light, Maggie spotted one big enough to carry off a small cat. We slept --- or rather tried to sleep with the light on all night. 
 
        On another occasion, Maggie spotted one in our kitchen. Her scream was so loud that it roused the other tenants in our building and I nearly wet myself. 
 
        When we all rushed into the kitchen, Maggie said, “Bug!” Bernice, who was not wearing her hearing aid, thought she said thug, and that set off another round of panic. It was an interesting evening. 
 
        One thing was for sure. I’d have to disinfect and debug myself before returning home. If I brought any of the filthy creatures into our apartment, the Black Widow would be the least of my worries. 
 
        Blaylock would definitely be hearing about this! 
 
        Knowing that the Black Widow struck her victims in their homes made for an uneasy evening. Every time I heard a board creak or a thump, I wondered if it was her. 
 
        There was an old black and white TV with rabbit ears. It only got three channels, but it was at least something to keep my mind off of impending doom. 
 
        When the local news was over, I tried laying on the bed but there were just too many lumps and I couldn’t stop thinking about the possibility of bed bugs. 
 
        I finally stretched out in the one lone chair in the room and slept fitfully off and on. I was grateful when I saw the sun peeking through the window. 
 
        Derek and Kennedy, another detective who had been assigned to the case, came by at seven o’clock with coffee and donuts. 
 
        The minute he walked in the door, I lit into him. 
 
         “Really! I volunteer to risk my life and this dump is the best you can come up with?” 
 
         “Hey,” he said, putting his hands up defensively, “talk to Kennedy. He’s the one who rented the place.” 
 
        I had worked with Kennedy several times while I was on the force. He was a good cop, but I had just endured an excruciating night. 
 
        “So I have you to thank for this!” 
 
        He gave me an apologetic look. “I was trying for authentic. You know, the kind of place where a pervert would live. I didn’t realize it was going to be this --- uhhh --- authentic.” 
 
        He handed me the box. “Brought you donuts.” 
 
        As if that was enough to make up for my night of torment. 
 
        “If it makes you feel any better,” he added, “the two guys guarding you next door had the same accommodations.” 
 
        Misery loves company. 
 
        “So, ready for another day of perversion?” Blaylock asked, trying to cheer me up. 
 
        “Anyplace is better than this roach motel,” I replied, donning my trench coat, ball cap and sun glasses. 
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        Before finalizing her plan, Jan wanted to take a closer look at the old man in the park. While she had no aversion to eliminating the dregs of the male species, the last thing she wanted to do was take the life of an innocent man. 
 
        She loaded her bike onto the rack attached to her car and headed to the park. 
 
        The man was in the same spot as the day before, on a bench close to the playground equipment. While she wanted a closer look, she also didn’t want to be around long enough for someone to get a good look at her, hence, the bike. 
 
        She unhooked the bike and headed for the walking path that would take her right by the man on the bench. 
 
        On her first pass, she glanced his way. Elderly male, suspicious dress. It fit the description on her cell phone alert, but something wasn’t quite right. He seemed familiar. She peddled on, trying to place the old man. Suddenly it came to her. 
 
        He was one of the men at the mayor’s fund raiser, manning the metal detector, and he was the guy whose car was buried under a ton of dirt by the Independence Avenue serial killer. 
 
        The guy wasn’t a pervert! He was pretending to be one to lure her out. This was a police sting! 
 
        She turned back in his direction. A second look confirmed her suspicions. 
 
        She peddled furiously out of the park, loaded her bike, and headed to where the man parked his car. She quickly scribbled a note on one of her cards and tucked it under his wiper blade. 
 
        Satisfied that no one had seen her, she sped away. 
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        It had been a quiet morning. No moms with kids. Maybe the word had gotten around that a creepy old guy was hanging around the park. One gal whizzed by on her bike and that was it. 
 
        A couple of groundskeepers were working nearby. I figured they were probably Blaylock’s men standing by just in case. 
 
        My butt was beginning to ache when I saw three men heading my way. I figured they would pass on by. I was surprised when they stopped in front of me. 
 
        “On your feet, old man.” 
 
        “Excuse me! What’s your problem?” 
 
        “You’re our problem,” the biggest one said, grabbing me by the collar. “This park is where our wives bring our children to play, but they’re afraid to come because of you.” 
 
        “But I haven’t done anything!” 
 
        “Yet!” another one replied, “and you’re not going to get the chance. You can either leave under your own steam, or we’ll help you along, but one way or the other, you’re outta here!” 
 
        I started to protest, but it was no use. The guy turned me around and shoved me down the sidewalk. 
 
        At that moment, the two groundskeepers arrived, flashing their badges. “What’s going on here?” 
 
        “Good morning officers. We were just escorting this gentleman out of the park.” 
 
        “You need to move on. We’ll take it from here.” 
 
        “But ---!” 
 
        “I said move on! Get going or we’ll be escorting you out --- in cuffs.” 
 
        The three men stomped away, grumbling. 
 
         One of the officers turned to me. “You okay?” 
 
        I nodded. “No harm done, but I’d say my cover’s blown, at least for today.” 
 
        Blaylock and Kennedy joined our little group. “I’m afraid I agree. Let’s call it a day. Kennedy and I will walk you back to your car in case there are some other law-abiding citizens after your hide.” 
 
        When we arrived at my car, I noticed something stuck under my windshield wiper. It was a card. Not just any card. It was the Black Widow card. 
 
        I turned it over and scribbled on the back were the words, “Nice try! I know you’re one of the good guys.” 
 
        I handed the card to Blaylock. 
 
        He took one look and muttered, “Well son-of-a-bitch!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 11 
 
      
 
        Blaylock gave a big sigh. “Well Walt, it looks like you’re off the hook. Operation Black Widow is officially in the crapper.” 
 
        “Oh darn! I was hoping I could spend another night in the roach motel.” 
 
        “That can be arranged,” he replied. “We’ve already paid for another day.” 
 
        “Actually,” Kennedy said, “I have a better idea. Derek, you look like crap. The stress of this thing has worn you to a frazzle. And Walt, well, you look like a pervert who didn’t get any sleep last night.  
 
        “I think it would be best for all of us to take a night off and recharge the old batteries. I have some grain-fed steaks in the freezer. Derek, why don’t you call that reporter girl friend of yours, and the two of you and Walt and Maggie come to my house. We’ll grill the steaks, kick back, and enjoy a quiet evening away from the job. No murders. No Black Widow. What do you say?” 
 
        Derek shook his head. “I don’t know.” 
 
        “Well I do,” Kennedy replied. “You know the old saying, ‘all work and no play.’ I think that applies here. Tomorrow, we can tackle the case with fresh eyes.” 
 
        “Okay,” Blaylock replied, reluctantly. “I’ll give Jan a call and see if she’s available.” 
 
        “Walt, how about you?” 
 
        “In the movie, Bucket List, Jack Nicholson said, ‘Three things to remember when you get older: never pass up a bathroom, never waste a hard-on, and never trust a fart.’ I’ll add a fourth, never turn down a free steak. We’ll be there. I might even shower before we come.” 
 
        “Please do.” 
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        Maggie was surprised to see me home so soon. 
 
        “I wasn’t expecting to hear from you until this evening. Did you catch her?” 
 
        “Unfortunately, no, but the good news is that the operation is over. I’m no longer a pervert.” 
 
        “Sorry you didn’t get her but I’m certainly glad to hear that.” 
 
        “I have more good news.” 
 
        “What’s that?” 
 
        “Detective Kennedy invited us, along with Derek and his girlfriend, to a cookout tonight.” 
 
        “I didn’t know Derek had a girlfriend.” 
 
        “Me either. With his hectic schedule I’m sure it’s difficult to maintain a relationship. From what I heard, it’s not serious. I think she’s a reporter at the Kansas City Star.” 
 
        “I suppose we’ll find out tonight. I hope you’re going to shower.” 
 
        “That’s what Kennedy said. That makes two of you, so I suppose I’d better.” 
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        Jan was both surprised and apprehensive when she saw Derek’s name pop up on her caller I.D.  
 
        Surely he couldn’t have found out ---. No, of course not. If he had, I wouldn’t just be getting a phone call. He’d come in person with handcuffs. 
 
        “Hi Derek.” 
 
        “Hi Jan, I know this is kind of last minute, but something we were working on fizzled out so I have a free evening. Detective Kennedy invited us to his house to grill some steaks --- if you’re available, of course.” 
 
        Jan breathed a sigh of relief. “It just so happens I’m free too. I’d love to come.” 
 
        “Great! Pick you up at six?” 
 
        “Sounds good to me.” 
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        When they arrived, Jan was surprised to see another couple. The surprise turned to shock when she recognized the older man. He was the one she’d seen at the hotel, on Independence Avenue, and today at Gillham Park. 
 
        Derek made the introductions. “Jan, these are our hosts, Doug and Elaine Kennedy, and this is Walt and Maggie Williams.” 
 
        “Pleased to meet you,” Jan said, shaking hands all around. 
 
        “I’m about to put the steaks on,” Doug said. “Let’s grab some beers while they cook. Oh, by the way, Jan, Walt doesn’t drink beer so he brought Arbor Mist.” He rolled his eyes. “You can have your choice.” 
 
        Jan smiled. “Beer will be fine.” 
 
        When they were settled with their drinks, Jan turned to Elaine. “You have a lovely home, and this is such a nice neighborhood. I’ll bet you enjoy living across from Loose Park.” 
 
        “We do,” Elaine replied. “It’s peaceful and quiet --- except for that time a few years ago when some moron drove a beer trolley with a bomb into Loose Park Lake and blew up the dam. The whole neighborhood was flooded.” 
 
        “Uhhh, Elaine,” Blaylock interrupted, “that Moron was Walt.” 
 
        Elaine put her hand over her mouth. “Oops! Sorry!” 
 
        “Not a problem,” Walt replied, smiling. “You’re not the first person to call me a moron.” 
 
        “Yeah,” Doug added, “we we’re cleaning up dead fish for a week!” 
 
        “I don’t understand,” Jan said. “What was Walt doing driving a trolley with a bomb?” 
 
        “Oh, that’s right,” Blaylock replied, “you probably aren’t familiar with Walt’s illustrious career. He was on the force for five years. He actually started when he was sixty-five. He and his partner, Ox, had quite an arrest record. I don’t know if you remember several years ago when some religious nuts blew up the gay pride parade.” 
 
        “Yes I do. Several people were killed.” 
 
        “The trolley Walt was driving was left at the Beaumont Club during the pub crawl by those same extremists. He drove the damn thing from Westport to Loose Park, saving hundreds of lives. He was awarded a Medal of Valor.” 
 
        “Wow! I’m impressed. Walt, are you still a cop?” 
 
        “No, I retired three years ago,” he replied. “Too many close calls. My brother-in-law, Kevin, and I are now the proud proprietors of Walt Williams Investigations. We’re a couple of geriatric private investigators.” 
 
        “Since we have a history with Walt,” Derek added, “we sometimes hire him to assist when we’re short of manpower.” 
 
        “Or like today,” Maggie interjected. “They actually had the poor guy out in Gillham Park trying to lure out that Black Widow person. By the way, you never told me why you called the whole thing off.” 
 
        Blaylock and Kennedy exchanged glances.  
 
        “We promised we wouldn’t talk about work,” Derek said, “but since your old man was involved, you might as well know. Somehow the Black Widow figured out it was a sting.” 
 
        “She actually left one of her calling cards under my windshield wiper,” Walt added. “It said, ‘Nice try. I know you’re one of the good guys.’”  
 
        Maggie was horrified. “Are you telling me the person that has already killed five men was close enough to identify Walt and leave him a note? How could she possibly know?” 
 
        “The only thing we can figure,” Kennedy replied, “is that somehow she saw Walt at one of the crime scenes.” 
 
        “Which means,” Derek said, shaking his head, “she was probably right under our noses and we didn’t have a clue.” 
 
        Jan fought to suppress a smile. She wondered how they would all feel if they knew the Black Widow was just a few feet away sipping a beer. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 12 
 
      
 
        A few days later, Jan was sitting at her desk polishing a story for the next day’s paper. She heard loud voices coming from the editor’s office and moments later a man emerged, red-faced, obviously upset at the confrontation. 
 
        Jan scooted over to a co-worker. “Any idea what that was all about?” 
 
        The woman nodded. “The guy who just stormed out was from the Attorney General’s office. I think they were talking about Eduardo Escobar.” 
 
        “Who’s that? I’ve never heard of him.” 
 
        “Well,” the woman said, conspiratorially, “he’s the ambassador from Venezuela, and from what I hear, he’s a real crook.” 
 
        “How so?” 
 
        “Human trafficking. Because of the political climate there, Venezuela is supposed to be one of the worst places in the world. Rumor has it that Escobar has men there who are kidnapping women and sending them to the United States to use in the sex trade. Some say Escobar is running an escort service with these kidnapped and imported women.” 
 
        “Why don’t they just arrest the guy? Surely some of the women would testify against him.” 
 
        “That’s the thing. The guy has diplomatic immunity. Even if they caught him red-handed they couldn’t touch him.” 
 
        “What does that have to do with the Attorney General’s visit?” 
 
        “According to Cindy in government affairs, Carnes wanted to run an exposé piece on Escobar. The Feds nixed the idea saying it would jeopardize the already shaky relationship with Venezuela. As you can see, Carnes is furious. He’s claiming the Feds are taking away his First Amendment rights.” 
 
        “Wow! Talk about tilting at windmills. Carnes is fighting a losing battle.” 
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        Jan grew angry when she thought about what her co-worker had said. To think that this man could get away with such an atrocity because of his diplomatic status was a travesty of justice. 
 
        She booted up her computer and Googled ‘human trafficking.’ She was shocked to learn that since 2007, the National Human Trafficking Hotline operated by Polaris, had received reports of over 22,000 sex trafficking cases inside the United States, and that the International Labor Organization estimated that 4.5 million people were trapped in forced sexual exploitation globally. 
 
        Next, she Googled Escobar. She learned that his home on Ward Parkway, south of the Country Club Plaza, was also the site of his diplomatic office. 
 
        She doubted he would be running an escort service out of his private home, so she went to the county records website and discovered he owned another property in rural Jackson County on Old Truman Road. 
 
        Her face grew grim. If this animal couldn’t be touched and brought to justice by the authorities, then it was up to the Black Widow to bring down Escobar and free the women trapped in his sex for hire scheme. 
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        Jan realized that Escobar would be her biggest challenge. As a diplomat, he was rarely alone, often accompanied by body guards from his embassy. Undoubtedly there would be more guards keeping an eye on the women who she thought were being housed at the property on Truman Road. 
 
        She needed a great deal more information before she could strike and the only way to get that information was to wait and watch. 
 
        She found a secluded spot on a side street off Ward Parkway where she had an unobstructed view of Escobar’s house. 
 
        She learned that he rarely left the security of his home. There was one exception. Evidently the ambassador had a taste for Italian cuisine. At least three times during the week, he and his entourage would go to the BRIO Tuscan Grille on Nichols Road on the Plaza. He also must have had an aversion to crowds. He always waited until two in the afternoon, well past the crunch of the lunch hour. 
 
        She followed him into the restaurant, ordered lunch, watched, and to her delight, discovered that the one time Escobar was alone was when he went to the men’s room. 
 
        With few people in the restaurant at that time of day, it would be the perfect place for the Widow to strike. 
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        Jan located the property on rural Truman Road east of Independence, Missouri, a thirty-minute drive from the heart of Kansas City. A ranch-style house sat far back from the road. A large Morton building sat fifty yards farther back. 
 
        She guessed that calls to the escort service were routed into the ranch house. When an appointment was made, a driver would pick up one of the women at the Morton building and drive her to the appointed location, most likely a hotel or motel.  
 
        She watched off and on for two days. Several drivers came and went, but there were always two armed guards left on the property to keep an eye on the remaining women. 
 
        She could take care of Escobar, but she knew there was no way she could take on two armed guards and free the women inside. 
 
        But she knew someone who could. 
 
        Once her plan was finalized, she went to the library, printed a letter, sealed it in an envelope, and delivered it to the one person she hoped would help her end Escobar’s reign of terror. 
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        Kevin called and asked if I’d like to meet him at Mel’s Diner for lunch. Mel’s is my favorite eatery. Everything on the menu is stuff I probably shouldn’t eat, but it’s all delicious. My mouth started watering when I thought of Mel’s chicken fried steak and mashed potatoes covered with gravy. Maggie wasn’t home so I said, “Why not?” 
 
        When I arrived at my car, there was an envelope under the windshield wiper. 
 
        I opened the envelope. Inside was a letter, obviously typed on a computer. 
 
      
 
        Mr. Williams, 
 
        I need your help to take down a very evil man who is smuggling kidnapped women from Venezuela and forcing them into sexual slavery. 
 
        The man’s name is Eduardo Escobar. He runs an escort service here in Kansas City. 
 
        The police cannot touch this man. He is the ambassador from Venezuela and has diplomatic immunity. Please do not contact the authorities. They cannot help. 
 
        I know you might be reluctant to help someone with my reputation, but I assure you, this is the only way this predator can be brought to justice. 
 
        I have a plan in mind. If you are willing to help, put an X on your front window with tape. When I see it, I will contact you with more information. 
 
        The Black Widow 
 
      
 
        Along with the letter, she had left her card. 
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        I looked around but of course, no one was in sight. 
 
        I tucked the letter in my pocket and headed to Mel’s. 
 
        When I arrived, Kevin was already seated. 
 
        “Good Lord, Walt. You look like you’ve seen a ghost. What’s going on?” 
 
        “I wish it was a ghost,” I replied. “Let’s order and I’ll tell you all about it.” 
 
        After Mel took our orders, I slid the letter across the table. 
 
        “What’s this?” Kevin asked. 
 
        “Just read it.” 
 
        His eyes grew wide. “Holy crap! What’s going on? Batman and Robin, The Lone Ranger and Tonto. Now Walt Williams and the Black Widow. How did you get to be her sidekick?” 
 
        I hadn’t seen Kevin for over a week so he didn’t know about our aborted sting at Gillham Park. 
 
        “Here’s what I think,” I replied. “Last week, Blaylock called me talked me into going undercover in Gillham Park as a child-molesting pervert. He figured that might draw the Widow out into the open. Somehow the Widow recognized me and figured the whole thing out. She even left a card under my windshield wiper that said, ‘Nice try. I know you’re one of the good guys.’ 
 
        “Think about it. Both of us have been at the scene of three of her kills. She must have seen us there, then recognized me at the park.” 
 
        “Okay,” he replied. “I see where you’re going. All of her kills have been men who had been taking advantage of women. Now she’s set her sights on this Escobar dude. I see why she wants him. There’s nothing worse than kidnapping a woman and forcing her into sexual slavery. But Escobar is too big to tackle by herself.” 
 
        “Exactly!” I replied, “And she won’t get any help from the authorities because the guy has diplomatic immunity. But why us? She must know we work with the cops.” 
 
        “True, but she also knows we work around the cops. Remember our little fiasco with the Independence Avenue serial killer?” 
 
        Kevin thought for a moment. “So, in a nutshell, this notorious vigilante who has every cop in the city looking for her, has identified a predator who the cops can’t touch, and she’s asking our help to take him down. Does that sound about right?” 
 
        I nodded. “That’s the way I see it.” 
 
        “So?” 
 
        “So what? Are you actually considering helping a woman who has killed five times?” 
 
        “That does present a moral dilemma,” he replied. “On the one hand, we would be aiding and abetting a serial killer, but on the other hand, we would be ridding the world of a man the cops can’t touch, who has probably kidnapped and enslaved dozens, if not hundreds of women. What do you think?” 
 
        “I think we’re between a rock and a hard place. If we help her, that’s certainly wrong, but is it worse than letting Escobar continue to ruin the lives of innocent people?” 
 
        Kevin shook his head. “Damned if I know.” 
 
        At that moment, our meals arrived. We ate in silence, each of us searching our conscience for an answer to this conundrum. 
 
        “Well,” Kevin said, sopping up the last bit of gravy with a biscuit, “any insights?” 
 
        “Maybe I’m just putting off the inevitable, but I think we need to know more about this Escobar character before we team up with a serial killer.” 
 
        “Go on. I’m listening.” 
 
        “Why don’t you talk to Veronica? Since she was in the business before you got hitched, maybe she’s heard of him. I’m going to pay a visit to Carmine Marchetti. He’s definitely in the business. In fact, Escobar would be one of his competitors. I’m confident he’ll know everything about the guy. Let’s get the information, then get together and make a decision. How does that sound?” 
 
        “Works for me.” 
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        I hate to admit it, but Carmine Marchetti, the godfather of the Kansas City mafia, had almost become my confidential informant. 
 
        Somehow, fate had thrown us together, and we had actually saved each other’s lives twice. I don’t condone what he does, but for a gangster, he does have a moral code he adheres to. Only last month, I went to him with information about a corrupt city council member he had been paying off. When he learned what a despicable thing the councilman had done, he was more than willing to cut him loose. Right after that, the councilman suddenly died in a car wreck. I had my suspicions that the poor councilman had violated the don’s moral code and paid the price. 
 
        I was usually able to find Marchetti around the noon hour at Antonelli’s, his favorite eatery. There was always a certain protocol that had to be followed to the letter. I would arrive at the restaurant, present my card to the maître d', and request an audience with the don. He would disappear, and minutes later, if an audience was granted, he would return accompanied by two of Marchetti’s goons. If not, I would simply be asked to leave. 
 
        Today was my lucky day. 
 
        “Hello, Vito,” I said, recognizing one of the strongmen.  
 
        “You know the drill,” he replied. 
 
        I stepped forward and raised my arms while he patted me down. 
 
        Satisfied, he grabbed my arm. “Let’s go.” 
 
        He always leaves a bruise. 
 
        Carmine was at his usual table and as always, there was a beautiful woman on either side. 
 
        “Well, well, my favorite gumshoe!” he said, raising his glass. 
 
        He always says that. It probably doesn’t mean anything, but it’s somehow reassuring. I had no doubt there were other P.I.’s at the bottom of the Missouri River wearing cement shoes. 
 
        “Good afternoon, Mr. Marchetti. Thank you for seeing me.” 
 
        “Certainly. What brings you by today?” 
 
        “Do you know a man named Eduardo Escobar?” 
 
        In an instant I had turned his smile upside down. 
 
        He slammed his hand against the table rattling the dishes. 
 
        It scared the crap out of me. 
 
        “Never utter that name in my presence,” he roared. “The man is a pig!” 
 
        “Uhhh, sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you.” 
 
        He calmed down a bit. “I’m sorry for exploding like that. It’s not your fault. You didn’t know.” 
 
        “So it sounds like you know --- uhhh --- you know who.” 
 
        I certainly wasn’t going to say his name again. 
 
        “Yes, I know him all too well. The man has no morals. He kidnaps women from his own country and brings them into my city for sex. I know, I know, you’re thinking that since I have my own escort service that I’m a hypocrite. Not so! There is a big difference in how we do business. My girls work for me because they want to. I make them very rich. They earn more money working for me than they could possibly earn anywhere else. And the most important thing, they are free to leave whenever they want.” 
 
        He patted one of the women on the leg. “Isn’t that right, Rita?” 
 
        She gave him a big smile. “Of course, Carmine. Whatever you say.” 
 
        Undoubtedly she had uttered those words more than once. 
 
        “That Venezuelan pig treats his women like animals. He takes all the money they earn and keeps them locked up like slaves. No one is allowed to leave. He regularly beats the weakest or homeliest woman in the group to intimidate the others. His women are not clean. Some carry disease. He gives our business a bad name.” 
 
        My first inclination was to say, “Okay, Carmine, now tell me how you really feel,” but I quickly nixed that idea. He might not appreciate my sense of humor. 
 
        I was about to make a comment, but he continued. “Here is another thing I hate. I run a good business, and yet the cops are always watching, hoping I will make a mistake so they can lock me up. Not so with the Venezuelan pig! The cops can’t touch him. He has diplomatic immunity. Sometimes life is not fair.” 
 
        “Thank you, Carmine. You’ve told me what I needed to know. I appreciate your time.” 
 
        “What? Leaving so soon? Not until you tell why you wanted this information.” 
 
        I wasn’t about to tell him I was in league with the Black Widow. 
 
        “Let’s just say that something might happen that would take what’s-his-name out of the picture. I’m guessing it wouldn’t upset you if he was gone.” 
 
        “Upset me? If you could make that happen, I would be in your debt.” 
 
        “Please understand, I can’t promise anything, but you never know.” 
 
        As I was driving home, a thought occurred to me. If I was on the fence with this crazy idea, having the godfather of the mob in my debt might push me over the edge. A man can’t have too much insurance. 
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        The next day, Kevin came by my office. 
 
        “Did Veronica know Escobar,” I asked. 
 
        “Boy, did she!” he replied. “She called him a pig!” 
 
        “Interesting. That’s exactly the word Marchetti used to describe him. Anything else?” 
 
        “She said she’d met one of his girls once. Her story brought tears to her eyes. The man keeps them locked up with minimal food and water. They only get out when they’re to meet a john, then he takes all the money. Apparently he beats them too.” 
 
        “That confirms what Carmine told me. It sounds like this guy is a real piece of work.” 
 
        He smiled. “Bad enough to team up with the Widow to take him out?” 
 
        “What do you think?” I replied, passing the buck. 
 
        “Here’s what I think. I’m betting the Widow wants Escobar for herself. She’ll probably figure a way to off him like the others. What she needs us for is to free the women he’s holding. If all that’s true, we just might be able to pull that off without actually killing anyone. Think about it. If we were able to free a dozen or so women from sexual slavery, we shouldn’t be in too much trouble.” 
 
        “You may be right. There’s only one way to find out. I’ll put an X on my window and see what she has to say next. If we don’t like it, then we’re done. If we do --- well, it’ll no doubt be interesting.” 
 
        “An X on the window,” Kevin said, smiling. “Right out of the X-files. I love it!” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 13 
 
      
 
        I felt like Fox Mulder as I taped an X on my front window. 
 
        I was also feeling quite apprehensive. Since leaving the force, I had wandered to the dark side of justice more than once and never regretted having done so. Maybe I had just been rationalizing, but in every instance the outcome had been both rewarding and satisfying. 
 
        What I was about to do was way across the line that separates the light side from the dark side. In my rational moments, I found it hard to believe that I was actually contemplating working with a serial killer.  
 
        On the one hand, with what we now knew about the Black Widow, we could, and possibly should contact Blaylock and set up another sting. A serial killer would be off the streets. 
 
        On the other hand, if we played along, there was the possibility that a vile human trafficker would be eliminated and enslaved women set free. 
 
        It was a difficult choice, and everything depended on what the Widow wanted us to do. There were some lines we would never cross. 
 
        In the end, we decided that if her demands were reasonable, we should play along. What Escobar was doing was far worse, and he was immune from prosecution. We could help Blaylock catch the Black Widow another day. 
 
        I knew the Widow wouldn’t dare leave another message in the light of day. It would be under cover of darkness when regular people are fast asleep. Needless to say, I didn’t sleep much that night. 
 
        Bright and early the next morning, I hurried to my car in slippers and bathrobe. I was disappointed to discover that there was no message. 
 
        After breakfast and my morning constitutional, I headed to the supermarket for milk and other staples. When I came out pushing my cart of groceries, I found an envelope under the windshield wiper. 
 
        Of course! It made sense. The Widow had no way of knowing whether we would play along or call Blaylock and set up a sting. This misdirection was simply an insurance policy. 
 
        I loaded my groceries and tore open the envelope. 
 
      
 
        Mr. Williams, 
 
        I’m hoping that the X on your window was an indication that you’re considering helping me take down Escobar’s human trafficking operation. 
 
        If so, this is my plan. 
 
        I will take care of Escobar myself. Your part of the operation will be to free the women he is holding captive. 
 
        They are being held in a Morton building behind a ranch house on old Truman Road just past the Lake City Ammunition Plant. Drivers come and go, but there are always two armed guards on the property watching the women. 
 
        I will leave the details of the rescue operation to you. I feel confident you can handle the task. 
 
        Talk it over with your partner. If you agree, put another X on your window. The next time I contact you will be by phone. It will be a burner, so don’t bother trying to set up a trace. 
 
        I hope to hear from you again. Those women are counting on you. 
 
        Black Widow. 
 
      
 
        So there it was. Just as Kevin had predicted. The Widow would take care of Escobar and we were to free his slaves. How to do that was up to us. 
 
        I called Kevin. Thirty minutes later he was in my office. 
 
        I showed him the letter. 
 
        After reading it, he turned to me. “Well, what do you think?” 
 
        “I think before we make a decision, we should take a drive out old Truman Road and see what we’re up against. Then, if we think it’s doable, we’ll figure out a plan.” 
 
        “Sounds good to me.” 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
        Forty-five minutes later, we turned east off 7 Highway onto old Truman Road. A mile or so past the ammunition plant we spotted the ranch house and Morton building. 
 
        “Not exactly an armed fort,” Kevin observed. 
 
        At that moment, a man armed with an AK-15 emerged from the Morton building and walked the perimeter of the building. 
 
        “I stand corrected,” he said.  
 
        “And according to the Widow, there’s one more. Always two of them guarding the women.” 
 
        “The only way this works,” Kevin said, “is to take them by surprise. No way I’m going in there, guns blazing, against a couple of AK-15’s.” 
 
        “I agree, and I might know how we can pull it off, but we’ll need some help.” 
 
        “I’m listening.” 
 
        “Amy and Earl. If they’re in town and willing to help I think we can do it.” 
 
        Last year, three old dudes, even older than me, decided they wanted to be private investigators. Needless to say, they were total screw-ups. Kevin and I pulled their fat out of the fire more than once. 
 
        One of them was Benny Berkowitz. We met his niece Amy, and her husband, Earl, at a picnic at Benny’s house. Amy and Earl were over-the-road truckers, and the interesting part was that they lived in the cab of their big Peterbilt. No house, no apartment, no property taxes, no yard to mow. They used Benny’s place to receive mail, and in between runs, they would stop off to pick up mail, shower and do laundry. 
 
        While we were visiting with them, they turned us onto another sex trafficking ring, one that traveled the Interstate, dropping their women off at overnight truck stops to service the horny drivers. With help from my dad, an old trucker named Duke, and the three geriatric gumshoes, we shut down the ring and rescued four women. 
 
        “I see where you’re going,” Kevin said. “Let’s give Benny a call.” 
 
        I hit Benny’s number on my speed dial. “Benny! Walt Williams here.” 
 
        “Hey, Walt. What can I do for you?” 
 
        “By any chance are Amy and Earl in town?” 
 
       “Just got here late last night. They’ll be in town a couple of days before they pick up their next load.” 
 
        “Great! Put on a pot of coffee. We’re coming over.” 
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        An hour later, we were pulling into Benny’s driveway. The big Peterbilt was parked on the street. 
 
        Benny waved to us from his porch. “Come on in. I woke up Amy and Earl. They’ll join us as soon as they’re dressed.” 
 
        A few minutes later, the five of us were sipping coffee around Benny’s table. 
 
        I figured I might as well get to the point. 
 
        “I suppose you remember the sex trafficking ring you helped us put out of business.” 
 
        They both nodded. 
 
        “Well, there’s another one that makes that one look like small potatoes. I think we can take that one down, too, but we need your help.” 
 
        I told them all we knew about Escobar’s operation. I didn’t mention that we were working with the Black Widow. 
 
        When I was finished, Earl said, “How can we help?” 
 
        “Escobar brings his women into the country from Venezuela. Undoubtedly he brings them in the back of a truck of some kind. You need to know that this could be a dangerous operation. There are always two armed guards watching the women. If you’re not interested, we totally understand.” 
 
        “Keep talking,” Earl replied. 
 
        “You would drive your rig into their compound. You’ll have to convince them you’re bringing another shipment from Venezuela. Kevin and I will be in the trailer. When you open the door, we’ll take them out with tasers. We’ll have the element of surprise. As soon as the guards are neutralized, we’ll round up the women and get them out in your truck.” 
 
        Earl and Amy looked at each other, then simultaneously said, “We’re in!” 
 
        “Hold on a minute,” Kevin said. “Earl only. There’s no way a driver would be bringing a woman with him.” 
 
        “No, you hold on!” Amy replied. “There’s no way I’m missing this. I’ll ride in the back with the two of you. Think about it. Those poor women will be scared to death. What makes you think they’ll just jump in the truck with a bunch of strange men? They’ll be more likely to trust another woman.” 
 
        I looked at Kevin. “That does make sense.” 
 
        “Great!” Earl exclaimed. “Then it’s a done deal. When do we start?” 
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        That afternoon, I put another X on the window. 
 
        For better or worse, we had been lured into the Widow’s web.  
 
        That evening, I received a call. 
 
        “Mr. Williams, this is the Black Widow. Am I to assume that the X on your window means you are ready to proceed?” 
 
        “My partner and I looked over the compound, and we think we have come up with a plan to free the women without anyone being killed. I hope that’s not a deal breaker.” 
 
        “Not at all. In my last letter, I said that how you free those women is up to you. My only concern is that they get away from that monster. Are you ready to proceed?” 
 
        “We are.” 
 
        “Good! We should act simultaneously. Tomorrow, between two and two-thirty. Be ready and I’ll give you the go ahead when I’m ready to act on my end. Any questions?” 
 
        “Just one. Why are you doing all this? Five men are dead so far, and I’m assuming the number will be six by this time tomorrow.” 
 
        There was a long pause. 
 
        “Unless you’ve been the victim of one of these predators, you wouldn’t understand. All five of those men have been abusing women for years and getting away with it. Escobar is a perfect example. The authorities know what he’s doing, but they can’t touch him. In the meantime, dozens of women are being torn from their families and forced into sexual slavery. No more!” 
 
        “Surprisingly, I do understand, but surely you know that eventually there will be consequences to your actions.” 
 
        “I do know, and it’s a price I’m willing to pay. I’ll call you tomorrow.” 
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        The next afternoon, Jan sat in her car watching the house on Ward Parkway. At one-forty-five the garage door opened and a black SUV pulled into the street. 
 
        Escobar was on his way to the BRIO Tuscan Grille. His predictability was going to be his downfall. 
 
        Jan waited until Escobar and his entourage had been seated and ordered.  
 
        Wearing a fedora-type hat pulled low on her face and sunglasses, she entered the restaurant and made sure she was seated where she could see Escobar’s table. She ordered a salad which she quickly consumed, being careful to wipe her prints off the silverware and water glass. 
 
        She saw Escobar rise from the table and make his way to the men’s room as he always did. Next came the only part of her plan she could not control. If another man was in the restroom, she would have to abort. 
 
        Tossing a twenty on the table, she grabbed her purse and followed Escobar. The moment the door closed, she took an ‘out of order’ sign out of her purse and stuck it to the door.  
 
        This was the moment of truth. She entered and took a quick look around. They were alone ---just the two of them. 
 
        Escobar was at a stall in mid-stream when he saw her reflection in mirror. 
 
        “Hey, lady! You got the wrong bathroom.” 
 
        “No, I don’t think so,” she replied, pulling the taser from her purse. 
 
        Before he could cry out, she pulled the trigger and Escobar fell to the floor jerking violently. 
 
        She gave him a second jolt and he was out. 
 
        After administering the potassium chloride, she noticed he hadn’t had time to tuck and zip. 
 
        Karma, she thought. That’s how they’ll find him. 
 
        She dragged him into a stall, tossed his cell phone into the water, and hoisted his lifeless body onto a commode. 
 
        She smiled as she strategically placed her card on the exposed organ. 
 
        “No more immunity for you,” she said, closing the stall door. 
 
        On the way out, she plucked the sign from the outer door, exited the restaurant, and blended into the crowd on the busy Plaza Street. 
 
        A block away, she pulled her cell phone out of her purse. 
 
        “Mr. Williams, I’ve done my part. The rest is up to you.” 
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        Amy, Earl, Kevin, and I were in the big Peterbilt on the side of the road waiting for the call from the Black Widow. At two-thirty my cell phone rang. 
 
        “Mr. Williams, I’ve done my part. The rest is up to you.” 
 
        “We’re ready to go. Hopefully, if everything goes as planned, those women will soon be free.” 
 
        There was a long pause. 
 
        “Thank you for helping me. Not many would have.” 
 
        “Please don’t mistake what we’re doing as condoning what you’ve done. This was simply a case of doing something we shouldn’t be doing, working with you, for the greater good. Those women deserve to be freed.” 
 
        “I understand. Nevertheless, thank you --- and good luck.” 
 
        I turned to my three compatriots. “That’s it. Escobar is history. Let’s do this!” 
 
        Amy, Kevin and I climbed into the back of the trailer. Earl pulled the door shut, and moments later we heard the roar of the big diesel engine. 
 
        Thankfully, it was just a five-minute drive to Escobar’s compound. I’m not normally claustrophobic, but being locked up in that pitch-black trailer, knowing that in a few minutes I’d be facing evil men carrying Ak-15’s was a bit disconcerting. 
 
        I felt the rig turn into the gravel driveway and come to a stop. 
 
        I heard a gruff voice outside. “Stop right there! What the hell is this?” 
 
        “A delivery, of course,” Earl replied. 
 
        “What kind of delivery?” 
 
        “I think you know. Another shipment from Venezuela.” 
 
        “Nobody told us about a shipment coming today.” 
 
        “Hey, that’s not my problem. I’m just a driver. I do what I’m told.” 
 
        Then another voice joined the man outside. “Hey Bruno, what’s with the rig?” 
 
        “The driver says it’s another delivery from down south.” 
 
        “Escobar never said anything about another shipment.” 
 
        “That’s what I said.” 
 
        “Look,” Earl said, “if you don’t believe me, call Escobar.” 
 
        “Yeah, I’ll do just that.” 
 
        A moment later. “Nothin’. It went straight to voice mail. What should we do?” 
 
        “I know what I’d do if it were me,” Earl said. “I’d take these women right now. Think about it. They’ve been cooped up back there since they arrived in New Orleans. If you don’t get them out of there, you’re gonna have a truck load of dead bodies. Escobar won’t be very happy about that. I’d hate to be the one who sent them away.” 
 
        “Yeah, you might be right. How many are there?” 
 
        “Ummm, twelve I think.” 
 
        “Damn! We’ve only got six empty cots.” 
 
        “Again, not my problem,” Earl replied. Do you want them or not?” 
 
        “We’ll take ‘em. I’ll find a place in the barn to hold the extras.” 
 
        “Good, let’s get them unloaded.” 
 
        That was our cue to get ready. 
 
        Kevin and I pressed against the side of the trailer, tasers ready to fire. 
 
        I heard the latch click open, and a moment later light flooded the trailer. 
 
        “What the hell?” one of the men muttered, seeing two old fogeys instead of a dozen refugees. 
 
        We fired simultaneously. The 50,000 volts dropped the two henchmen in their tracks. 
 
        “I see why the Black Widow likes these things,” Kevin said. “That was fun!” 
 
        The three of us jumped to the ground. 
 
        “Amy, you and Earl go inside and get the women ready to go. Kevin and I will hog-tie these two and get them ready for transport.” 
 
        We put cuffs on their hands and bound their feet with duct tape. We were just about to put a piece of tape over their mouths when I heard a voice. “Put your hands in the air and don’t move or you’re dead men.” 
 
        We hadn’t seen a driver return from making an escort run. 
 
        He looked at the two men on the ground. “On second thought, maybe I should just kill you now.” 
 
        “I don’t think so,” said a voice behind him. 
 
        He turned to fire, but two taser probes hit him in the chest. 
 
        “Amy! Thank God! Where did you get the taser?” 
 
        “Hey, you aren’t the only ones who get cool toys. It can get pretty scary out there on the road. I’ve carried one for years.” 
 
        We bound the driver and had just finished when Earl led the women out of the Morton building. 
 
        I saw the look of relief on their faces. Then, when they saw their captors lying bound on the ground, their relief turned to anger. 
 
        The men were just waking up and I could see the fear in their eyes as the women descended on them, kicking and spitting, venting weeks of fear and frustration. 
 
        We gave them a few moments to exact their vengeance before pulling them away. 
 
        Minutes later, with the hog-tied men and the women loaded into the trailer, we pulled out of the compound. 
 
        Eduardo Escobar was dead, his sex slavery operation was in shambles, and a dozen women were free. 
 
        I hated having to work with the Black Widow, but justice had been served. 
 
        Sometimes the ends justify the means. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 14 
 
      
 
        Our first stop was Hope House. I had called ahead and they were expecting us. They welcomed the women with open arms. Soon, they would have hot showers, a warm meal, and a clean place to sleep. 
 
        Our next stop was the precinct. I called Blaylock and asked him to meet us at the curb. 
 
        “What’s with the big rig,” he asked. 
 
        “Special delivery,” I replied, as Earl raised the trailer door. 
 
        Blaylock’s mouth dropped open when he saw the three men bound and gagged. “What the hell? Who are these guys?” 
 
        “They were part of a sex trafficking ring operating out of a Morton building in Eastern Jackson County. We just dropped twelve women off at the Hope House who will testify against them. Their AK-15’s are in the cab.” 
 
        “How did you know about this ring?” he asked, suspiciously. 
 
        “Anonymous call,” I replied, trying to keep a straight face. 
 
        “Anonymous my ass! You’ve been working with the Black Widow!” 
 
        “That’s my story and I’m sticking to it,” I replied resolutely. 
 
        “So you’re saying it’s just a coincidence that you clean out Eduardo Escobar’s on-line brothel the same day he was found dead in a bathroom stall at a Plaza restaurant?” 
 
        “Who is Eduardo Escobar?” 
 
        “Come on, Walt. Who are you kidding? We’ve known each other too long.” 
 
        “Okay, Derek, let me ask you a couple of questions. Did you know Escobar was running a sex slave operation with women he kidnapped in Venezuela?” 
 
        “We might have.” 
 
        “And you didn’t do a thing to stop him because he had diplomatic immunity. Am I right so far?” 
 
        He nodded again. 
 
        “Well, today Escobar is out of business and twelve women are free. Your hands are clean. No diplomatic backlash. Do you have a problem with that?” 
 
        He sighed. “My problem is that you had to consort with a serial killer to get the job done.” 
 
        “I’m sorry about that, too, but sometimes the ends justify the means. I think that applies in this situation. If you don’t believe it, just ask any one of those twelve women who are free today.” 
 
        “I still don’t get it. How did you get hooked up with her?” 
 
        “If you’ll remember, she recognized me in the park. She probably saw Kevin and me at one of the previous crime scenes. She had to realize that at our age we aren’t cops. If she saw us go after the Independence Avenue serial killer, she knew we weren’t averse to doing things on our own.” 
 
        “Okay, so?” 
 
        “So she contacted me. Put a letter under my windshield. All I have is two letters and the number to a burner cell phone. I’ll turn everything over to you. Other than that, I wouldn’t recognize her if she was standing here right now. We had nothing to do with Escobar. That was all her. All we did was act on a tip that women were being held prisoner. End of story.” 
 
        “Some story. I hope you’re not going anywhere. It’s gonna take all afternoon to write this up.” 
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        The next morning, bright and early, I received a call I certainly hadn’t been expecting. 
 
        “Walt, Carmine here. I read in this morning’s paper that Eduardo Escobar got whacked in a crapper. I call that poetic justice. I saw that twelve of his girls got rescued. I don’t suppose you had anything to do with any of that?” 
 
        “I think I should take the Fifth, Carmine. No point in self-incriminating.” 
 
        He broke out laughing. “I hear ya, pal. I’ve taken the Fifth a few times myself. Anyway, congratulations. I told you if you got that piece of trash off our streets, I’d owe you. So be it. If you ever need anything, you know where to find me. Ciao.” 
 
        I heard a ‘click’ and he was gone. 
 
        I breathed a sigh of relief. Several times before I had been in his debt. It’s rather disconcerting, knowing you owe favors to the godfather of the Kansas City mob. While I’m not in the habit of consorting with the mafia, it was nice to know I wasn’t on his black list. 
 
        Moments later, the phone rang again. 
 
        Another call I hadn’t been expecting. 
 
        “Walt, this is Father Sebastian. I don’t know if you remember me.” 
 
        I certainly did. The good padre had been instrumental in helping us put the Mexican drug cartel operating on the West Side, out of business. 
 
        Hector Corazon had been recruiting young women from the Sacred Heart Guadalupe parish. He would send them to Mexico where cocaine was surgically implanted into their breasts. Several of the returning women didn’t survive the procedure. 
 
        “Of course, Father. What can I do for you?” 
 
        “I have a --- situation. It’s very sensitive. May I come to your office?” 
 
        “Certainly.” 
 
        “I’ll be right over.” 
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        Twenty minutes later, Father Sebastian was seated in my office. 
 
        I could see the look of concern on his face. 
 
        “What I’m about to tell you, you must promise to keep in the strictest confidence.” 
 
        “You have my word, Father. What’s going on?” 
 
        “One of my parishioners, Maria Perez, came to me with very disturbing information.” 
 
        “Go on.” 
 
        “Maria is a single mom. She works and her five-year-old daughter, Angelica, is in day care. She came home crying, saying a man at the day care had been touching her. I think you know what I mean.” 
 
        “I do, and that’s horrible. Has Maria been to the police?” 
 
        The Padre sighed. “That’s the thing --- she can’t. Maria is an undocumented alien. She is in the country illegally. If she goes to the authorities and they report her to ICE --- well, you know what can happen.” 
 
        “She’ll be sent back to Mexico.” 
 
        “With the administration’s current immigration policy, it’s very likely. She’s been in this country twelve years. She works, pays taxes, and has never been in trouble, but all it takes these days is one word to Immigration and Customs, and she’s gone.” 
 
        “I see your problem. How can I help?” 
 
        “I was hoping you could look into the situation at the day care center. If you could find evidence that this man is a child molester without involving Maria and Angelica, that would be wonderful. Meanwhile, Maria is afraid to send her daughter back there.” 
 
        “Who are we looking at?” 
 
        “It has to be the custodian, Arthur Newton. He’s the only man there. With his job he has the run of the place.” 
 
        “I’ll see what I can do, and please tell Maria not to worry. Her secret is safe with me.” 
 
        “Thank you, and may God go with you.” 
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        One of the things I’ve learned from my partner, Kevin, is that a good P.I. has to be able to lie like a dog. 
 
        For seventy-four years, I’ve lived by a moral code that says lying is a no-no, so it’s been quite an adjustment for me. Nevertheless, with some practice I’ve been able to master the art. 
 
        This was one of those times I figured it would come in handy. 
 
        From the street, the Single Parents Day Care Center on Southwest Boulevard looked like every other day care I’d seen. The exterior was painted in bright colors, and inside a chain-link fence was a playground with swings, teeter-totters, and other stuff designed to wear out preschoolers. 
 
        Inside, I was met by a matronly woman with grey hair tied in a bun. I couldn’t help but wonder if the grey came naturally or if it was bestowed onto her prematurely through her association with the dozen or so children romping around a playroom. 
 
        “May I help you?” 
 
        “I hope so,” I replied. “My name is Navin Johnson. My daughter is moving to Kansas City. She’s a single mom and we’re looking for day care for her five-year-old daughter, Erin. We’re looking at several day cares. I’d like to see what you have to offer.” 
 
        There was no look of recognition, so I figured she didn’t know that Navin Johnson was Steve Martin’s character in The Jerk. 
 
        “Certainly,” she replied, extending her hand. “My name is Judith Krantz. I’m the director here. I’d be happy to show you around. Follow me.” 
 
        She led me through a gate into the playroom. Another woman was desperately trying to corral the active youngsters. It reminded me of the old saying, ‘it’s like herding cats.’ 
 
        “As you can see,” she said, “many of our programs are interactive. We encourage our children to engage with their environment, not just be spectators.” 
 
        I figured that was just double-speak for wearing them out. 
 
        A mop-haired little kid ran up and kicked me in the shin. 
 
        “Ethan!” she scolded. “What have we learned about being nice?” 
 
        He kicked me again and ran off. Apparently little Ethan had learned nothing. 
 
        “Sorry about that. Sometimes when there’s been no discipline at home it takes a while to get through.” 
 
        “We also provide healthy snacks,” she said, as a little girl came up and wiped chocolate on my pants. 
 
        At that moment, a boy dropped his carton of milk. 
 
        “Oh dear! Arthur! Clean up.” 
 
        A middle-aged man appeared carrying a bucket and mop. 
 
        I suppose I was expecting the child molester to be some grotesque figure like the Hunchback of Notre Dame or Egore, but he was quite ordinary looking, a smallish fellow, maybe a hundred and fifty pounds. 
 
        Since he was otherwise occupied, I figured this might be a good time to take a look around. 
 
        “Uhhh, excuse me. Could you direct me to the rest room?” 
 
        “Certainly. Down the hall. First door on the left.” 
 
        I actually did have to go. 
 
        As I stood at the urinal, I looked around the room. Typical bathroom, a couple of stalls, a couple of urinals, and two sinks. 
 
        Then something caught my eye. I finished my business and took a closer look. It was a small hole in the wallboard.  
 
        I knew from past experience that molesters were often also peepers. 
 
        I slipped out of the bathroom. I could see Arthur was still busy so I ventured farther down the hall. The janitor’s room was adjacent to the bathroom I’d just left. 
 
        I ducked inside and found the wall separating the two rooms.  
 
        There was the peephole. A voyeur’s dream. 
 
        Arthur was definitely our man. 
 
        I hurried out just as Arthur was returning with his mop and bucket. 
 
        I found Mrs. Kranz separating two toddlers who had been pummeling one another. 
 
        “I’m so sorry. I just received a text. I’m needed at my office. I’ll have to reschedule. Thank you for your time.” 
 
        I hurried home, stocked my surveillance knapsack with trail mix and a thermos of coffee, and headed back to the day care. I wanted to be watching when Arthur headed home. 
 
        A little after five he emerged and headed to his car. 
 
        I followed him to a six-plex on Baltimore. After he was inside, I checked the mailboxes. He lived in #2B. 
 
        That’s exactly where I would be tomorrow when he was at work. If I could find incriminating evidence, I’d be able to put the pervert out of business. 
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        Jan was munching a sandwich in the breakroom when she overheard two of her co-workers. 
 
        “I’ve got a problem and I don’t know what to do?” 
 
        “What kind of problem?” 
 
        “I live in a six-plex. A middle-aged guy lives across the hall. He’s pretty quiet. He keeps to himself. I think he’s a custodian or janitor. He wears one of those coverall things.” 
 
        “So what’s the problem?” 
 
        “Yesterday, the mailman misdelivered a letter. It was addressed to Arthur Newton, my neighbor. Trying to be a good Samaritan, I knocked on his door. When he came to the door, he was red-faced and sweating. I handed him the letter. It fell out of his hand. When he stooped to pick it up, I could see into the room. His computer was open and I’m positive there were images of little girls in compromising positions. I’m pretty sure my neighbor is into child pornography. Isn’t that illegal? Should I tell someone?” 
 
        “It’s illegal all right. Unfortunately, the police will need more than just you saying ‘I think I saw.’ He might have been looking at children’s undergarments on Macy’s website. That’s weird, but not illegal. They would have to have a search warrant to actually go into his apartment. To get a warrant, they have to convince a judge they have probable cause.” 
 
        “So, what should I do?” 
 
        “That’s a tough one. If you accuse the guy and he’s innocent, you could ruin his reputation. He might even lose his job, but if you don’t and he’s really into that sick stuff --- I just don’t know.” 
 
        Well I do, Jan thought. I don’t need a warrant. If the guy’s dirty, I’ll find out. One less pervert spreading filth on the Internet. 
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        Besides lying, another thing I learned from Kevin was picking locks. 
 
        I had seen him do it many times. I figured if I was going to keep doing this P.I. stuff, I should learn to do it myself. I bought a set of picks and Kevin taught me the basics. I really sucked at first, but I finally was able to pop open the most rudimentary locks. 
 
        The next day, I returned to Newton’s apartment on Baltimore. I watched until I saw him leave the building and drive away. 
 
        I climbed the stairs to #2B. No one else was around so I pulled out my picks and went to work. It took fifteen minutes and several words I wouldn’t say out loud in mixed company to get it open. Kevin could have done it in two. 
 
        I spotted the computer on the kitchen table. I slipped on a pair of latex gloves. The last thing I wanted was for my fingerprints to be found on a computer with dirty pictures. I booted it up and held my breath. Thankfully, it wasn’t password protected. My technological skills don’t go much beyond punching the ‘on’ button. Kevin calls me a technonerd. 
 
        I clicked on the documents folder and inside were other folders labeled ‘boys’ and ‘girls.’ I opened one marked ‘boys’ and images appeared that made me sick to my stomach. 
 
        I took out my cell phone and photographed the screen. I figured these photos, along with the peep hole in the bathroom wall should be enough to put Arthur out of business. 
 
        I was about to shut the thing down when I felt a jolt just like the time I touched the electric fence in grandpa’s cow pasture. 
 
        Then everything went black. 
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        Jan looked up her co-worker’s address on Baltimore. She said the perv lived across the hall which would be #2B. 
 
        She figured the guy would be at work, but either way it didn’t matter. If he was home, she would just take care of business. If not, she would search his apartment for incriminating evidence, then come back later when he was home. 
 
        She climbed the stairs, found 2B, and tried the door. She was surprised to see that it was unlocked. 
 
        Jan pulled the taser from her purse and quietly pushed open the door. 
 
        A man with his back to her was looking at images on a computer screen. When she got a glimpse of what he was looking at, there was no doubt he had to die. 
 
        She pulled the trigger and the probes bit into the man’s backside. He crumpled to the floor face first. 
 
        She removed the probes, reloaded the taser, and pulled the syringe with the potassium chloride from her purse. 
 
        She rolled the man over and gasped. She was looking into the face of Walt Williams! 
 
        What the hell? Walt must have been shadowing the guy too. What were the odds? 
 
        At that moment she heard a voice. “Who the hell are you and what are you doing in my apartment?” 
 
        Jan was just as surprised. “You must be Arthur Newton. Why aren’t you at work?” 
 
        “Some damn kid must have given me a bug. I started puking so I came home.” Then he spotted Walt. “Hey, I saw that guy at the day care yesterday. What’s going on?” 
 
        Jan pointed to the computer screen. “This is what’s going on. You’re one sick s.o.b., but your child porn days are over.” 
 
        Newton turned to flee but only made it a few feet before the taser probes bit into his back. 
 
        Walt was still out cold, so Jan finished her work with Newton. 
 
        Satisfied he was dead, she turned her attention to Walt. He could regain consciousness at any time, and the last thing she needed was the old guy seeing her there. 
 
        She rummaged around in Newton’s kitchen drawers and found a roll of duct tape. Quickly, starting at his feet, she wound the tape around and around, binding his arms and legs to his body. Finally, she finished the job, placing a strip of tape over his mouth. 
 
        Satisfied, she propped Newton’s body against the wall with the computer on his lap. After leaving one of her cards on both bodies, she slipped out the door. 
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        When I finally regained consciousness, my body felt like I had been run over by a truck. Whatever zapped me must have contracted every muscle in my body. 
 
        Then I suddenly realized that my body was bound head to toe in a cocoon of duct tape. I was immobile. 
 
        I spotted Newton’s lifeless body propped against the wall and the two calling cards that had been left. Suddenly it all made sense. The Black Widow had been stalking Newton but I had arrived first. The jolt that put me out was from her taser. 
 
        Ironically, the thought that popped into my mind was Tarzan being wrapped in the silken web of the giant arachnid in The Web of Arrack. And, now, like my childhood hero, I was wrapped in the web of the Black Widow. 
 
        I tried struggling, but I couldn’t move. I tried calling out, but the tape muffled my voice. I began to wonder how much time would pass before someone discovered we had fallen victim to the Black Widow. 
 
        Suddenly, much to my dismay, I felt a new sensation. 
 
        I had to pee. 
 
        I wondered, as I lay there in distress, what Tarzan would have done. Unfortunately, if Tarzan had to pee, they didn’t cover that in the movie. 
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        “Maggie, Kevin here. Have you seen Walt? I’ve been trying to call him, but it’s going straight to voice mail.” 
 
        “No, I came home expecting to join him for lunch, but he wasn’t here. I’ve been trying to call him too. We had a date. He wouldn’t just blow me off without letting me know. I’m worried. Was he working on something new?” 
 
        “Not that I know of, but sometimes he gets involved with something and fills me in after the fact.” 
 
        “What should we do?” 
 
        “How about this,” Kevin replied. “Give Ox a call. Tell him Walt has disappeared and have one of the tech guys ping his phone.” 
 
        “Good idea. I let you know what they come up with.” 
 
        Maggie made the call and fifteen minutes later, Ox called back. 
 
        “Walt’s phone is at an address on Baltimore. He’s still not answering. I’m heading over there now.” 
 
        “Thank you! I’ll let Kevin know. Text him the address. I know he’ll want to join you.” 
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        Kevin and Ox arrived at the address on Baltimore at the same time. 
 
        “That’s Walt’s car,” Kevin said. “He must be inside.” 
 
        “Yeah, but where? It looks like a six-plex. We’ll just have to go door to door until we find him. Let’s go through and knock first. If no one’s home we’ll go back through. Do you have your picks on you?” 
 
        “Is a duck’s ass watertight?” 
 
        “I guess that’s a yes. Let’s get going.” 
 
        No one was home at the first-floor apartments. They tried the doors and finding them locked, moved on to the second floor. 
 
        They knocked on 2B. Hearing nothing, Kevin tried the door. “It’s unlocked,” he whispered. 
 
        Ox pushed open the door. “Kansas City police! We’re coming in!” 
 
        “Holy crap!” they both muttered, seeing the two bodies on the floor. 
 
        “That’s Walt in the tape,” Kevin said, pulling out his pocket knife. 
 
        While Kevin was cutting through the tape, Ox pulled the strip from Walt’s mouth. 
 
        “Hurry! For chrissakes hurry!” Walt muttered. 
 
        The moment his hands and feet were free, he bolted for the toilet. 
 
        Ox and Kevin heard a big sigh of relief and a flush. 
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        As I laid there, trying not to stain my trousers, I tried to think about how I would explain my presence in Arthur Newton’s apartment. 
 
        I couldn’t say that I’d been tipped off by the Padre. Blaylock would want to know how the Padre knew and I doubted that Father Sabastian would be able to lie as well as Kevin and I and that would lead to Maria Perez. I had promised I wouldn’t get her involved. There was no way I would put her at risk of deportation for doing a good deed. 
 
        I decided on the old ‘anonymous tip’ ploy again, only this time it obviously couldn’t have come from the Black Widow. 
 
        I would say it undoubtedly had come from some concerned parent at the day care who had spotted the hole in the bathroom wall. It could have been the parent of any of the dozens of kids enrolled there. That would have been my excuse to visit the center and get a bead on Arthur Newton. 
 
        Once again, that was going to be my story and I would stick with it. I was amazed at how quickly I had learned to spin little white lies but doing so was much better than exposing poor Maria. It was another instance that reinforced my belief that not everything is black or white, but often some shade of grey. 
 
        When Blaylock arrived with the CSI guys, imagine his amazement when he discovered that somehow the Black Widow and I had crossed paths again. 
 
        At least this time he couldn’t accuse me of collusion. 
 
        Not only had I been bitten by the spider’s taser and wrapped in her duct tape web, but she left a note on her calling card as well. 
 
        “Sorry, Walt. I hope you’re okay.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 15 
 
      
 
        The headline in the next morning’s Star read, “The Black Widow claims her seventh victim!” 
 
        The story went on to give a detailed account of Arthur Newton’s pornographic lifestyle and how he had met his demise. 
 
        Somehow, reporters at the paper knew details of every crime scene that were not released by the police. Juicy stories sell papers and none of the reporters were willing to reveal the source of their information citing their First Amendment rights. There was no doubt that the Black Widow had to be the source, but no one had a clue how the information was being relayed. 
 
        On the editorial page was a column that caught my attention. It was written by a woman who was supposed to be an expert on aging. 
 
        It informed me that I should be offended by being referred to as a ‘senior citizen.’ Apparently, the politically correct term these days is ‘older adult.’ 
 
        Bull hockey! 
 
        In my humble opinion, this politically correct stuff is getting out of hand. While I whole heartily agree that there are words that shouldn’t be used to describe certain races, ethnic groups, or sexual preferences, the pendulum has swung too far. 
 
        As far as I’m concerned, I’m proud to be called a senior. I remember when I was an underclassman in both high school and college. I couldn’t wait until I was a senior. 
 
        Now, I wear the moniker as a badge of honor. It means that I have passed through the struggles and pitfalls of life and have graduated with honors. 
 
        I feel sorry for those in my generation who go to great lengths to hide their seniority. For me, my head of grey hair is a badge of honor. No longer do I have to ask for the senior discount at the checkout counter. It’s given to me automatically. It’s something I’ve earned for sticking around this long. 
 
        While I’m not a big fan of ‘elderly’ or ‘over the hill,’ I’m certainly not offended by the terms.  
 
        When I was a kid, my buddies and I played cowboys and Indians. I wonder if kids are even allowed to do that today. If so, they would probably have to say they were playing bovine managers and Native Americans. 
 
        That’s not to say there are no challenges once one reaches three score and ten. There are challenges specific to every age. The real test is how you deal with them. 
 
        I once saw this little ditty on Bernice’s refrigerator door. 
 
      
 
        The Golden Years 
 
        I cannot see, 
 
        I cannot pee.  
 
        I cannot chew, 
 
        I cannot screw.  
 
        My memory shrinks. 
 
        My hearing stinks.  
 
        No sense of smell, 
 
        I look like hell.  
 
        The golden years are here at last.  
 
        The golden years can kiss my ass. 
 
      
 
        Yet, in spite of these challenges, most of the seniors I know have more spunk than millennials I’ve seen. 
 
        Another perk is that once we reach our dotage, we can get away with stuff for which we would have been ostracized in our younger days. People just chalk it up to old age and move on, and I’m cool with that. 
 
        Oh, well, such is life. 
 
        As I folded the paper, I couldn’t help but wonder who the Black Widow’s next victim would be, and if fate would have us cross paths once again.   
 
          
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 16 
 
      
 
        Jeff Greenberg slammed down the Kansas City Star. 
 
        “Equal rights my ass!” he muttered. 
 
        He had just read an article stating that Senator Elizabeth Wright was coming to Kansas City to drum up support for passage of the Equal Rights Amendment. 
 
        “Damn women anyway!” 
 
        Twice during the past year, he had been passed over for promotions that were ultimately given to women. 
 
        It just wasn’t fair. With all this #Me Too crap going around, men were afraid to look sideways at a woman for fear of being sued for harassment. 
 
        To top it off, some bitch calling herself the Black Widow had offed seven men including one hell of a basketball player. 
 
        This was supposed to be a man’s world. What happened?  
 
        A woman’s job was to bear children, take care of the household duties, and have a hot meal on the table for her husband. Instead, they had abandoned the home, put on high heels and pant suits, and invaded the sanctity of the workplace. 
 
        Something had to be done to restore things to their proper order. 
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        Chris Carnes had been handing out assignments to the eager reporters in the briefing room 
 
        “Francine, Senator Elizabeth Wright is coming to Kansas City to promote the Equal Rights Amendment. She’ll speak at Bartle Hall, then afterwards there will be a ‘meet and greet’ session with the news media. I’d like you to cover that story.” 
 
         Jan’s heart skipped a beat when she heard that Senator Wright was coming to town. The feisty senator was one of her heroes. 
 
        As a cub reporter, Jan had always taken whatever assignments Carnes was willing to send her way, but this was an assignment worth fighting for. 
 
        “Uhhh, Chris,” she said, raising her hand, “I don’t ask for much, but I’d really like to cover Senator Wright’s speech. I’ve been following her for years. It would mean a lot to me.” 
 
        Carnes looked at Jan, then at Francine. “How about it, Francine? I could give you the Keith Urban concert at the Sprint Center.” 
 
        Francine nodded. “Hell yes! I’d rather spend an evening with Keith any day.” 
 
        “Then it’s settled. Jan, Senator Wright is all yours.” 
 
        Jan was thrilled. 
 
        The Equal Rights Amendment had always been one of her hot buttons. She couldn’t understand how it had not been adopted as part of the Constitution of the United States in ninety-five years. 
 
        The Equal Rights Amendment states that the rights guaranteed by the Constitution apply equally to all persons regardless of their sex. After the 19th Amendment affirming women’s right to vote was ratified in 1920, suffragist leader Alice Paul introduced the ERA in 1923 as the next step in bringing "equal justice under law" to all citizens. 
 
        In 1972, the ERA was finally passed by Congress and sent to the states for ratification. In ten years, the ERA had been ratified by thirty-five states, three short of the thirty-eight required to put it into the Constitution. 
 
        Missouri was one of the states that had not ratified the amendment. Although it had been ratified in the Missouri House of Representatives, it had never passed muster in the Senate. 
 
        Senator Wright had always championed the ERA and was once again bringing the amendment before the Missouri Senate for ratification. 
 
        Jan learned that the ‘meet and greet’ after the senator’s speech was not restricted to the press. It was open to anyone supporting the passage of the amendment. 
 
        Excited, she picked up the phone. “Derek, I’ve just been given the assignment of my life and I’d like you to go with me.” 
 
        “I hope you’re talking about the Keith Urban concert. If you are, I’m in!” 
 
        “No, silly. This is much more important. Senator Wright is speaking at Bartle Hall, and afterward we can meet her in person. I actually get to interview her for the paper.” 
 
        Swell, he thought. An evening with a women’s libber! 
 
        A long silence. 
 
        “Sure, babe. That sounds great. Can anyone come?” 
 
        “I can bring guests if that’s what you mean. Why do you ask?” 
 
        “I dunno, I thought maybe I’d invite someone to tag along --- you know, someone to pal around with while you’re doing your interview.” 
 
        “Sounds great. How about Walt and Maggie? I really enjoyed visiting with Maggie at Kennedy’s cook out.” 
 
        She actually had an ulterior motive. She wanted to be sure Walt hadn’t seen her at Newton’s apartment. 
 
        “Walt? Really? He’s been a real pain in my ass lately.” 
 
        “Oh come on. You guys worked together five years. It would be good for both of you to spend some time outside of work.” 
 
        “Okay, I’ll give him a call.” 
 
        After hanging up, Derek gave a big sigh. An evening with Walt Williams listening to some old gal rambling on about women’s rights --- but Jan’s so darn cute. I guess it’s worth it. 
 
        “Walt, Blaylock here.” 
 
        “Derek, is there a break in the Black Widow case?” 
 
        “No, I’m calling about something else. Senator Wright has a gig at Bartle Hall. Something about the Equal Rights Amendment. Jan gets to interview her for the Star. I thought you and Maggie might like to go with us.” 
 
        A long pause. 
 
        “Why in heaven’s name would I want to do that? Nothing personal, but that sounds like something about one notch above having a colonoscopy.” 
 
        “Because you owe me! That’s why! Do you know how many reports I’ve had to file in the last few weeks trying to explain why your wrinkled old butt is showing up at every Black Widow crime scene? Besides, Jan and Maggie hit it off at the cook out. This is her idea. Trust me --- you weren’t my first choice.” 
 
        “Wow! With all that sweet talk, how could I refuse?” 
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        “Who was that, Sweetie,” Maggie asked as I hung up the phone. 
 
        “Derek Blaylock, and I have to admit I’m a bit perplexed.” 
 
        “How so?” 
 
        “He actually invited us to go somewhere with him and Jan. Five years on the force and we never even went out for a cup of coffee.” 
 
        “Where are they going?” 
 
        “Some senator is giving a speech at Bartle Hall and ---.” 
 
        “Senator Wright?” 
 
        “Yeah, I think so.” 
 
        Maggie clapped her hands. “Oh, goody! I was wanting to hear her presentation, but I didn’t think I’d be able to drag you out the door. The Women’s Council of Realtors are big supporters of Senator Wright and the ERA. It will be so much fun!” 
 
        Swell! 
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         It was highly unusual to be called into the supervisor’s office in the middle of the morning.  
 
         Wonder what’s up?  Jeff Greenberg thought as he made his way past the rows of cubicles to the boss’s big corner office. 
 
        “Miss Harper? You sent for me?” 
 
        “Jeff,” his supervisor said, looking up from a sheaf of papers. “Have a seat.” 
 
         He sat uneasily, not knowing what to expect. 
 
        “Jeff, I have some bad news. Upper management has decided to make some changes. It’s an internal thing. I’m going to have to let you go.” 
 
        “But --- I don’t understand. Hasn’t my work been satisfactory?” 
 
        “Barely adequate I’m afraid,” she replied. “We’re constantly trying to upgrade our staff and management believes that we have found the right person to get the production we need from your position.” 
 
        “The right person? Who?” 
 
        “That’s not important. My job is to make your termination as smooth as possible. You will be given a very generous severance package that should tide you over until you can find something else.” 
 
        “When will this take effect?” 
 
        “Immediately. As soon as you clean out your desk, security will escort you to the purser’s office to pick up your check.” 
 
        “So that’s it? Three years with this company and I’m out the door just like that?” 
 
        “I’m so sorry, Jeff. Good luck.” 
 
        As he was cleaning out his desk, he overheard the conversation from the adjoining cubicle. 
 
        “I heard Jeff’s leaving. Is that true?” 
 
        “It is. Marcy Matson, his replacement, will start tomorrow.” 
 
        So there it was. He had been passed over for promotion after promotion with women getting the coveted positions, and now he had been fired by a female supervisor, and his replacement was a woman! 
 
        He was seething as he picked up the cardboard box with all that was left of his job. If a beefy security officer hadn’t been standing by, he might have given everyone something to remember him by. 
 
        After picking up his check, he headed to the parking garage which he would exit for the last time. 
 
        As he pulled onto the street, he noticed a billboard with Senator Wright’s smiling face, reminding everyone of her upcoming visit to promote the Equal Rights Amendment. 
 
        “Equal rights, my ass!” he muttered for the second time that day. “What about my rights?” 
 
        As he headed home, a plan began to unfold in his mind. 
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        We decided to make an evening of it. I figured if I had to sit through a boring speech at least I’d get a good meal out of it. 
 
        After we ordered, Jan gave Maggie a wink. “Walt, Derek tells me you’ve been hanging out with that Black Widow woman. How does your wife feel about that?” 
 
        “Trust me,” I replied, “it’s not my idea. The last time we crossed paths she shot me in the ass with a taser then wrapped me in duct tape like an Egyptian mummy.” 
 
        “Wow! That must have been awful!” 
 
        “The worst part was laying there helpless and needing to pee.” 
 
        “Walt!” Maggie scolded, “we’re at dinner!” 
 
        Jan pressed on. “I hear her last victim was a child pornographer. How do you feel about that?” 
 
        I had to think about that one. “I saw the images on his computer and they were absolutely disgusting. The man was obviously a predator and should have been behind bars, but that can’t happen now because the Widow anointed herself judge, jury, and executioner. I certainly don’t condone what any of her victims were doing, but vigilante justice isn’t the answer. Just ask Derek what would happen if everyone decided to blow away people who offended them.” 
 
        “Okay, you two,” Maggie interrupted, “no more shop talk. You get enough of that morbid stuff every day. Let’s enjoy the evening.” 
 
        “I’ll drink to that,” Derek said, raising his glass. “No more talk about the Black Widow and scumbags.” 
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        Bartle Hall was packed. 
 
        I figured every woman in town would be supporting the senator, so I was surprised to see women carrying placards with a big X through the ERA. 
 
        “What’s that all about?” I asked. 
 
        “Some conservative women oppose the Amendment,” Jan replied. “They claim it would be a disadvantage to housewives and make women subject to the military draft.” 
 
        I hadn’t thought about that. I suppose there are two sides to every question. 
 
        As we were making our way to our seats, a young man approached. 
 
        “Hi Jan. I figured I’d see you here.” 
 
        “Hi, Phillip. What are you doing here?” 
 
        He pointed to the name badge on his jacket. “My company is catering the after party. I’ll actually be serving the senator and her guests.” 
 
        “Congratulations! We’ll see you there.” 
 
        We found our seats and moments later the senator took the stage to thunderous applause. 
 
        She didn’t waste any time getting to the nitty-gritty of her speech. 
 
        “For years, we’ve been told that it’s a man’s world and that’s certainly been the case. In 1920 we were finally given the right to vote, and yet, after all these years women are still second-class citizens.  
 
        “Full time working women make eighty cents for every dollar earned by men for the same job. No more! It’s time for a change!” 
 
        The crowd stood and roared their support. 
 
        “Did you know that commercial airline cockpits are designed to meet the typical specifications of men, and that 70% of women cannot meet safety standards in the same space. Is it any wonder then, that 97% of commercial airline pilots are men? 
 
        “Did you know that until recently, crash test dummies were 100% male forms, and the lack of female models resulted in years of disproportionately high female mortality? 
 
        “Did you know that the newest artificial hearts can save 86% of men but only 20% of women, and yet heart disease is the number one killer of women in the United States?” 
 
        The senator went on for another twenty minutes citing fact after fact that supported the notion that men and women aren’t on an even playing field. 
 
        She concluded with a call to action. 
 
        “If you want to close the gender gap, you can’t sit idly by hoping something will change. You must step up to the plate. I’ll be introducing the Equal Rights Amendment into the senate during the next legislative session. Call your senator and tell him or her it’s time to give the women of our great nation their equal rights! Thank you!” 
 
        The crowd rose in unison, clapping and cheering as she left the stage. 
 
        Jan was absolutely giddy. 
 
        “Do you see why that woman is my hero? I can’t wait to meet her in person.” 
 
        Without further ado, we pushed our way through the crowd to the reception room where the senator would be entertaining the press and invited guests. 
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        Jeff Greenberg sat in the back of the room listening to the senator spew the garbage from her bully pulpit. 
 
        “Disgusting!” he muttered, leaving the auditorium as she was concluding her remarks. “No wonder the country is in such a mess. Women are abandoning the home, leaving their children with nannies, and flooding the workplace taking jobs that rightfully are a man’s.” 
 
        As he circled the block to the dock at the back of the building where the catering company was unloading the food and beverages that would be served at the after party, only one thought was on his mind. If you want to kill a snake, you cut off its head! 
 
        The kitchen was a beehive of activity. Caterers were preparing the hors d'oeuvres and beverages. 
 
        Jeff spotted a young man loading a cart. “Excuse me, could you direct me to the men’s room?” 
 
        “Sure, just go down this hall and --- oh heck, it’s kind of confusing. Follow me.” 
 
        Jeff followed the man and when they were alone in the corridor he struck him with the pistol he had brought to the event. 
 
        After removing the man’s jacket, he bound his hands and feet with plastic ties and placed tape across his mouth. Satisfied that he would be incapacitated long enough, he pulled him into a janitor’s closet. 
 
        Donning the man’s jacket, he turned back to the kitchen, grabbed the cart, and headed to the after party. 
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        Jan watched expectantly as the senator stepped up to the podium to greet her invited guests. 
 
        The applause had just died down when she spotted a man entering the room pushing a food cart. She was expecting to see her friend and was disappointed that it was not him. Maybe he would come later, she thought. 
 
        Then, as he drew closer, she noticed the name tag. It was Phillip’s tag, but that certainly wasn’t her friend. 
 
        She had an uneasy feeling that something was wrong. The uneasy feeling turned to fear when she saw the man reach under the lid of the covered serving tray. Instead of cold cuts, she saw the glint of cold steel. 
 
        “GUN!” she shouted, springing from her chair. 
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        I breathed a sigh of relief. The worst was over. Now all that was left was the ‘meet and greet’ after party. At least there would be munchies, according to Jan. 
 
        We filed into the reception room and found our seats. Jan, being a representative of the Kansas City Star, had snagged us front row seats. 
 
        The senator had just stepped up to the podium when a man entered pushing a food cart. I saw Jan give him the once-over. Then I remembered that her friend was going to be a server at the event. 
 
        Jan gave him a second look and I saw her face contort in fear. 
 
        Then suddenly, she leaped from her chair. “GUN!” she cried. 
 
        She reached the senator just as the report from the gun echoed through the room. 
 
        In an instant, Derek was on his feet. He tackled the shooter before he could fire a second round. 
 
        Moments later, the man was being dragged away by security. 
 
        Everyone had gathered around the podium. The senator was shaken, but unhurt. 
 
        Jan laid, eyes wide open, in a pool of her own blood.  
 
        “Is --- is?” she whispered. 
 
        “Yes, sweetie,” Derek replied, tears streaming down his face. “The senator is safe.” 
 
        She smiled weakly as her life ebbed away. 
 
        Jan Livingston had given her life to save her hero and the champion of the cause she loved so dearly. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    EPILOGUE 
 
      
 
        The headline in the next morning’s paper told the tragic story of how one of their own had lost her life saving Senator Wright. 
 
        A memorial service was planned to honor the sacrifice of this brave young woman 
 
        The shooter, Jeffrey Greenberg, was a disgruntled employee who had just lost his job and was replaced by a woman. 
 
        Although Greenberg was locked away in the county jail, pundits wondered if the Black Widow would find some way to exact her vengeance on the man who had attacked the champion of the Equal Rights Amendment and killed her protector. 
 
        That never happened. 
 
        In fact, the Black Widow was never heard from again. She left our city as quickly and as mysteriously as she had come. 
 
        Some wondered if she had simply pulled up stakes and moved to another big city. Others thought she might have been overpowered by her latest victim and her body hidden away. 
 
        We’ll probably never know for sure, but one thing is certain: she left in her wake the bodies of seven men who were the victims of her vigilante justice when the justice system failed. 
 
        To some, she was a hero. To others, she was a cold-blooded killer. 
 
        There was no middle ground, and it mirrored exactly what is transpiring in our country today. 
 
        It seems that there are more issues dividing people than ever before, and that’s a tragedy. 
 
        Abraham Lincoln said that a house divided against itself cannot stand, and when we recite the Pledge of Allegiance we say we are ‘one nation, under God, indivisible,’ and yet people draw lines in the sand and dare others to cross. 
 
        So many differences of opinion --- men and women, Muslims and Christians, Democrats and Republicans, gays and straights, pro-life and pro-choice, black and white, the very rich and the very poor. 
 
        We all seek justice and equality, but is it truly justice if the end result is the suffering of another? 
 
        No doubt the Black Widow believed her cause was just, and yet what she did violated the very essence of civilized society. 
 
        Lady Justice has a daunting task these days, and if justice is to prevail it is incumbent on each of us to seek peaceful solutions to our differences. 
 
        My name is Walt Williams and even though I’m just an old goat, I’ll try to do my part. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Like Walt, I hate spiders! 
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        Award-winning author, Robert Thornhill, began writing at the age of sixty-six and in eight short years has penned thirty novels in the Lady Justice mystery/comedy series, the seven volume Rainbow Road series of chapter books for children, a cookbook and a mini-autobiography. 
 
       Lady Justice and the Sting, Lady Justice and Dr. Death, Lady Justice and the Vigilante, Lady Justice and the Candidate, Lady Justice and the Book Club Murders, Lady Justice and the Cruise Ship Murders and Lady Justice and the Vet won the Pinnacle Award for the best new mystery novels of Fall 2011, Winter 2012, Summer 2012, Fall 2012, Spring of 2013 and Summer 2014 from the National Association of Book Entrepreneurs. 
 
        Many of Walt’s adventures in the Lady Justice series are anecdotal and based on Robert’s real life.  
 
        Although Robert holds a master’s in psychology, he has never taken a course in writing and has never learned to type. All 40 of his published books were typed with one finger and a thumb! 
 
        His wit and insight come from his varied occupations, including thirty-three years as a real estate broker. He lives with his wife, Peg, in Independence, Missouri. 
 
        Visit him on the Web at: http://BooksByBob.com 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    LADY JUSTICE TAKES A C.R.A.P. 
 
    City Retiree Action Patrol 
 
    Third Edition 
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    This is where it all began. 
 
    See how sixty-five-year-old Walt Williams became a cop and started the City Retiree Action Patrol. 
 
    Meet Maggie, Willie, Mary and the Professor, Walt’s sidekicks in all of the Lady Justice novels. 
 
    Laugh out loud as Walt and his band of Senior Scrappers capture the Realtor Rapist and take down the Russian Mob. 
 
    http://amzn.to/16lfjnY 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    LADY JUSTICE AND THE LOST TAPES 
 
      
 
    Second Edition 
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       When corrupt politicians, the Italian mob and a dirty cop collude to take over a Northeast neighborhood, Walt is recruited for the most bizarre undercover assignments of his new career. 
 
       When conventional police work fails to solve the case, once again his band of scrappy seniors come to the rescue. 
 
       In the process, the amazing discovery of a previously unknown session by a deceased rock ‘n’ roll idol stuns the music industry. What should be a joyous occasion soon turns dark as lives are threatened. 
 
       All of your favorite characters, along with two lovable additions are back to help Walt in his quest for justice. 
 
       Their adventures and misadventures are sure to keep you captivated – and splitting your sides! 
 
                                      amzn.to/1twzOfq 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    LADY JUSTICE GETS LEI’D 
 
      
 
    Second Edition 
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        In Lady Justice Gets Lei’d, Walt and Maggie plan a romantic honeymoon on the beautiful Hawaiian Islands, but ancient artifacts discovered in a cave in a dormant volcano and a surprising revelation about Maggie’s past, lead our lovers into the hands of Hawaiian zealots. 
 
      
 
    http://amzn.to/15P6bLg 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    LADY JUSTICE AND THE 
 
    AVENGING ANGELS 
 
      
 
    Second Edition 
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        Lady Justice has unwittingly entered a religious war. 
 
        Who better to fight for her than Walt Williams? 
 
        The Avenging Angels believe that it’s their job to rain fire and brimstone on Kansas City, their Sodom and Gomorrah. 
 
        In this compelling addition to the Lady Justice series, Robert Thornhill brings back all the characters readers have come to love for more hilarity and higher stakes. 
 
        You’ll laugh and be on the edge of your seat until the big finish. 
 
        Don’t miss Lady Justice and the Avenging Angels!  
 
      
 
    http://amzn.to/1xXrYdY 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    LADY JUSTICE AND THE STING 
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    BEST NEW MYSTERY NOVEL ---WINTER 2012 
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    National Association of Book Entrepreneurs 
 
      
 
    In Lady Justice and the Sting, a holistic physician is murdered and Walt becomes entangled in the high-powered world of pharmaceutical giants and corrupt politicians. 
 
    Maggie, Ox Willie, Mary and all your favorite characters are back to help Walt bring the criminals to justice in the most unorthodox ways. 
 
    A dead-serious mystery with hilarious twists 
 
    http://amzn.to/1gS4JMA 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    LADY JUSTICE AND DR. DEATH 
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    BEST NEW MYSTERY NOVEL --- FALL 2011 
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    National Association of Book Entrepreneurs 
 
      
 
    In Lady Justice and Dr. Death, a series of terminally ill patients are found dead under circumstances that point to a new Dr. Death practicing euthanasia in the Kansas City area. 
 
    Walt and his entourage of scrappy seniors are dragged into the ‘right-to-die-with-dignity’ controversy. 
 
    The mystery provides a light-hearted look at this explosive topic and death in general. 
 
    You may see end-of-life issues in a whole new light after reading Lady Justice and Dr. Death! 
 
    http://amzn.to/H20Erx 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    LADY JUSTICE AND THE VIGILANTE 
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    BEST NEW MYSTERY NOVEL – SUMMER 2012 
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    A vigilante is stalking the streets of Kansas City administering his own brand of justice when the justice system fails. 
 
    Criminals are being executed right under the noses of the police department. 
 
    A new recruit to the City Retiree Action Patrol steps up to help Walt and Ox bring an end to his reign of terror. 
 
    But not everyone wants the vigilante stopped. His bold reprisals against the criminal element have inspired the average citizen to take up arms and defend themselves. 
 
    As the body count mounts, public opinion is split. 
 
    Is it justice or is it murder? 
 
    A moral dilemma that will leave you laughing and weeping! 
 
    http://amzn.to/1d3FLK6 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    LADY JUSTICE AND THE WATCHERS 
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    Suzanne Collins wrote The Hunger Games, Aldous Huxley wrote Brave New World and George Orwell wrote 1984. 
 
    All three novels were about dystopian societies of the future. 
 
    In Lady Justice and the Watchers, Walt sees the world we live in today through the eyes of a group who call themselves ‘The Watchers’. 
 
    Oscar Levant said that there’s a fine line between genius and insanity. 
 
    After reading Lady Justice and the Watchers, you may realize as Walt did that there’s also a fine line separating the life of freedom that we enjoy today and the totalitarian society envisioned in these classic novels. 
 
    Quietly and without fanfare, powerful interests have instituted policies that have eroded our privacy, health and individual freedoms. 
 
    Is the dystopian society still a thing of the distant future or is it with us now disguised as a wolf in sheep’s clothing? 
 
      
 
    http://amzn.to/15P5LEE 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    LADY JUSTICE AND THE CANDIDATE 
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             BEST NEW MYSTERY NOVEL – FALL 2012 
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    National Association of Book Entrepreneurs 
 
      
 
    Will American politics always be dominated by the two major political parties or are voters longing for an Independent candidate to challenge the establishment? 
 
                  Everyone thought that the slate of candidates for the presidential election had been set until Benjamin Franklin Foster came on the scene capturing the hearts of American voters with his message of change and reform. 
 
    Powerful interests intent on preserving the status quo with their bought-and-paid-for politicians were determined to take Ben Foster out of the race. 
 
    The Secret Service comes up with a quirky plan to protect the Candidate and strike a blow for Lady Justice. 
 
    Join Walt on the campaign trail for an adventure full of surprises, mystery, intrigue and laughs! 
 
      
 
    http://amzn.to/19f3XVZ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    LADY JUSTICE 
 
    AND THE  
 
    BOOK CLUB MURDERS 
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    BEST NEW MYSTERY NOVEL – SPRING 2013 
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    National Association of Book Entrepreneurs 
 
                 Members of the Midtown Book Club are found murdered. 
 
    It is just the beginning of a series of deaths that lead Walt and Ox into the twisted world of a serial killer. 
 
    In the late 1960's, the Zodiac Killer claimed to have killed 37 people and was never caught --- the perfect crime. 
 
    Oscar Roach, dreamed of being the next serial killer to commit the perfect crime. 
 
    He left a calling card with each of his victims --- a mystery novel, resting in their blood-soaked hands. 
 
    The media dubbed him 'The Librarian'. 
 
    Walt and the Kansas City Police are baffled by the cunning of this vicious killer and fear that he has indeed committed the perfect crime. Or did he? 
 
    Walt and his wacky senior cohorts prove, once again, that life goes on in spite of the carnage around them. 
 
    The perfect blend of murder, mayhem and merriment. 
 
    http://amzn.to/1aWGg3K 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    LADY JUSTICE 
 
    AND THE 
 
    CRUISE SHIP MURDERS 
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    Best New Mystery Novel – Summer 2013 
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    National Association of Book Entrepreneurs 
 
      
 
                   Ox and Judy are off to Alaska on a honeymoon cruise and invite Walt and Maggie to tag along. 
 
    Their peaceful plans are soon shipwrecked by the murder of two fellow passengers. 
 
    The murders appear to be linked to a century-old legend involving a cache of gold stolen from a prospector and buried by two thieves. 
 
    Their seven-day cruise is spent hunting for the gold and eluding the modern day thieves intent on possessing it at any cost. 
 
    Another nail-biting mystery that will have you on the edge of your seat one minute and laughing out loud the next. 
 
    http://amzn.to/16VjURw 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    LADY JUSTICE 
 
    AND THE 
 
    CLASS REUNION 
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                For most people, a 50th class reunion is a time to party and renew old acquaintances, but Walt Williams isn't an ordinary guy --- he's a cop, and trouble seems to follow him everywhere he goes. 
 
    The Mexican drug cartel is recruiting young Latino girls as drug mules and the Kansas City Police have hit a brick wall until Walt is given a lead by an old classmate. 
 
    Even then, it takes three unlikely heroes from the Whispering Hills Retirement Village to help Walt and Ox end the cartel's reign of terror. 
 
    Join Walt in a class reunion filled with mystery, intrigue, jealousy and a belly-full of laughs! 
 
    http://amzn.to/17S9YE0 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    LADY JUSTICE AND THE ASSASSIN 
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    Two radical groups have joined together for a common purpose --- to kill the President of the United States, and they're looking for the perfect person to do the job. 
 
    Not a cold-blooded killer or a vicious assassin, but a model citizen, far removed from the watchful eyes of Homeland Security. 
 
    When the president comes to Kansas City, the unlikely trio of Walt, Willie and Louie the Lip find themselves knee-deep in the planned assassination. 
 
    Join our heroes for another suspenseful mystery and lots of laughs!  
 
    http://amzn.to/1bDdrKJ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    LADY JUSTICE AND THE LOTTERY 
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    Two septuagenarians win the lottery's biggest prize, dragging Walt and Ox into the most bizarre cases of their career. 
 
    The two 'oldies' are determined to use their new found wealth to re-create the past but instead propel Walt into the future where he must use drones and Star Trek phasers to balance the scales of justice. 
 
    When an extortion plot turns into kidnapping, Walt must boldly go where no cop has gone before to save himself and the millionaire. 
 
    Come along for another hilarious ride with the world's oldest and most lovable cop! 
 
      
 
    http://amzn.to/1exhji6 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    LADY JUSTICE AND THE VET 
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    Best New Mystery Novel – Spring 2014 
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    National Association of Book Entrepreneurs 
 
      
 
    Ben Singleton, a Marine veteran, had returned from a tour of duty in Afghanistan and was having difficulty adjusting to civilian life. 
 
    Fate, coincidence, or something else thrust him right into the heart of some of Walt and Ox’s most difficult cases. 
 
    Our heroes find themselves knee-deep in trouble as they go undercover in a nursing home to smoke out practitioners of Medicaid fraud, meanwhile, Islamic terrorists with ties to the Taliban are plotting to attack one of Kansas City’s most cherished institutions. 
 
    Join Walt and his band of senior sidekicks on another emotional roller coaster ride that will have you shedding tears of laughter one minute and sorrow the next. 
 
    http://amzn.to/17GyE3n 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    LADY JUSTICE 
 
    AND THE 
 
    ORGAN TRADERS 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
      
 
    A badly burned body with a fresh incision and a missing kidney leads Walt into the clandestine world of an organ trader ring that has set up shop in Kansas City. 
 
    Walt is determined to bring to justice the bootleggers, who purchase body parts from the disadvantaged and sell them to people with means, until a relative from Maggie’s past turns up needing a kidney to survive. 
 
    Once again, Walt discovers that very little in his world is black and white. 
 
      
 
                   amzn.to/1jmde5S 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
                      LADY JUSTICE 
 
                          AND THE 
 
                 PHARAOH’S CURSE 
 
      
 
                      [image: ] 
 
      
 
                An artifact is stolen from the King Tut exhibit, setting in motion a string of bizarre murders that baffle the Kansas City Police Department. 
 
    A local author simultaneously releases his novel, The Curse of the Pharaohs, attributing the deaths to an ancient prophesy, ‘Death shall come on swift wings to him who disturbs the peace of the King.’ 
 
    Are the deaths the result of an ancient curse or modern day mayhem? 
 
    Follow the clues with Walt and decide for yourself!  
 
      
 
    http://amzn.to/1yHlnGE 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    LADY JUSTICE  
 
    IN THE EYE OF THE STORM 
 
      
 
    [image: Eye - sm] 
 
      
 
         With the death of a young black man, Walt and Ox are dragged into the eye of a storm as Kansas City erupts in violence and demonstrations. 
 
         Fearing for their lives, Captain Short sends them on assignment to Cabo San Lucas where they find themselves in the eye of a very different and even more dangerous storm --- Hurricane Odile. 
 
        Surviving these ordeals pushes both men beyond the limits of anything they have experienced, and leaves Walt facing one of the most important decisions of his life. 
 
      
 
    amzn.to/1w6CthZ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    LADY JUSTICE ON THE DARK SIDE 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
        After five years on the police force, a bullet in the kiester from a vengeful gangbanger convinces Walt that it’s time to turn in his badge. 
 
        Walt realizes once again that retirement just isn’t his cup of tea, and with a little urging from his brother-in-law, decides to become a private investigator. 
 
        For five years he had served the Lady Justice wearing a white robe and a blindfold and followed the rules, but he soon discovered that the P.I. business was leading him across the line into the dark side and a completely different set of rules. 
 
        When Walt comes face to face with the Lady Justice on the dark side, dressed in a tight skirt, fishnet stockings and high heels, he is faced with decisions that will change the course of his life. 
 
      
 
    amzn.to/1LFIDyS 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    LADY JUSTICE 
 
    AND THE BROKEN HEARTS 
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        Walt goes under the knife for a heart operation and while in the hospital, stumbles upon a series of mysterious deaths that are certainly not from natural causes. 
 
        He solves that mystery only to discover that people on the transplant waiting list are suddenly dying as well. 
 
        Then, information about a terrorist plot is found on a heart attack victim who has been rushed to the ICU. 
 
        Throughout it all, Walt discovers that there are many ways that a person may die of a broken heart. 
 
      
 
    http://amzn.to/1I1xTIW 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    LADY JUSTICE 
 
    AND THE CONSPIRACY 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
        Are we being poisoned?     
 
        Those fluffy white trails crisscrossing the sky --- some say they are simply water vapor frozen into crystals. Others say they are deadly chemicals, some of which are for military defense, and others to control the weather and the world’s food supply. 
 
        Are the chemtrails really part of a clandestine government conspiracy? Four people believe so, and claim they have proof, but each of their lives comes to a tragic and mysterious end before they can offer their proof to the world. 
 
        Join Private Investigator, Walt Williams, as he searches for the truth and looks for clues to explain the untimely deaths. 
 
    http://amzn.to/1Ms5KLR 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    LADY JUSTICE 
 
    AND THE CONSPIRACY TRIAL 
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        Investigative reporter, Jack Carson, has been murdered, but by whom? 
 
        Police arrest mob boss Carmine Marchetti, but Walt is convinced that it was the work of government assassins, sent to silence the reporter before he could expose a clandestine program that for decades had been spraying deadly chemicals into the atmosphere for weather control and defense. 
 
        Will justice prevail or will the government’s dirty little secret remain hidden? 
 
     
 
     
 
      
 
    http://amzn.to/23vfry5 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    LADY JUSTICE  
 
    AND THE GHOSTLY TREASURE 
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        Is there really a spirit world? And if there is, can those disembodied souls communicate with the living? 
 
        Can departed love ones speak to family from beyond the grave? 
 
        These are questions Walt must ponder when a bizarre series of paranormal events lead his friend, Mary, to a treasure hidden away for seventy years, and a family she never knew existed. 
 
        Walt’s ultimate answer lies in the words of the Professor, “There are still many things beyond the comprehension of mortal man.” 
 
        A light-hearted look at things that go ‘bump’ in the night.  
 
    http://amzn.to/235rVO9 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    LADY JUSTICE  
 
    AND THE GHOST WHISPERER 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
        What do a Confederate soldier who died on the field of battle, a woman who was driven from her home by the ravages of the Civil War, and a man who perished in a turn-of-the-century asylum have in common? 
 
        They all contact private investigator, Walt Williams.  
 
        A bizarre series of events surrounding these paranormal visits culminate in the discovery of a terrorist plot to detonate bombs at a crowded festival. 
 
        Once again, Lady Justice pairs Walt with forces from beyond the veil to solve mysteries hidden for decades and bring evil-doers to justice. 
 
      
 
    amzn.to/2cwzNU6 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Lady Justice and the Spy 
 
      
 
    [image: Spy Cover sm] 
 
      
 
        Walt and his senior sidekicks match wits with a killer clown, and an assassin hired by Big Pharma to murder a holistic physician working on a cure for cancer. 
 
        Things were going bad when a mysterious government spy appeared to save the day, but this spy had an ulterior motive, and it involved a member of Walt’s entourage.  
 
        Chemtrails, conspiracies, and clowns are a recipe for disaster, but Walt and Lady Justice prevail. 
 
      
 
    http://amzn.to/2llIyWc 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Lady Justice 
 
    and the Cat 
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        A treasure hunter is murdered and his discovery is stolen. 
 
        Members of a terrorist cell who have plans for a devastating attack, recognize Sara Savage, a retired CIA operative, kidnap her, and hold her for ransom. 
 
        And who does Lady Justice send to help private investigator Walt Williams save the day? 
 
        Clarence the Cat! 
 
        Walt forms an uneasy alliance with the feline crime fighter to solve the mysteries and bring the bad guys to justice. 
 
        It’s a laugh a minute as Walt spars with his new furry partner and the forces of evil. 
 
    http://amzn.to/2trBnii 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Lady Justice 
 
    and the 
 
    Geriatric Gumshoes 
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        Inspired by their hero, Walt Williams, three retirees decide to give Lady Justice a helping hand.
Although their intentions are good, these septuagenarian sleuths get crossways with the Kansas City mafia, dangerous drug dealers, and the Russian mob.
    Walt must come to their rescue, putting himself in harm’s way to pull their eager, but aging, fannies out of the fire.
    Follow the action as Walt and the geriatric gumshoes prove once again that good guys can triumph over evil, no matter how old they are. 
 
    http://amzn.to/2eWNkM3 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Lady Justice  
 
    And the  
 
    Sixth Sense 
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        A ten-year-old boy has a bike accident and suffers a concussion. A neural connection is made that gives him the ability to have insight into future events. 
 
        This young boy, with his new sixth sense, joins forces with Walt to exonerate a man who has been unjustly accused of murder, and thwart a plot to assassinate the President of the United States. 
 
        Once again Lady Justice prevails, this time thanks to the unlikely collaboration of a young savant and a seventy-four-year-old private investigator. 
 
    http://amzn.to/2DCdQFj 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Lady Justice  
 
    And the 
 
    Magic Dragon 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
        Three children, a boy eight, and two six-year-old girls, see violence so terrifying that they retreat into the magical, make-believe world of Puff the Magic Dragon where they feel safe and secure. 
 
        P.I. Walt Williams teams up with Lady Justice and Puff to protect the kids from vicious muggers, an abusive husband, and a sexual predator. 
 
        Once again, justice is served when Walt and his senior sidekicks come to the rescue. 
 
        A story filled with fears, tears, laughter, and hope. 
 
    http://amzn.to/2FRJ5te 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    WOLVES IN SHEEP’S CLOTHING 
 
      
 
    [image: WISC6x9CoverFront] 
 
      
 
    In August of 2011, I completed the fifth novel in the Lady Justice mystery/comedy series, Lady Justice and the Sting. 
 
    As I always do, I sent copies of the completed manuscript to several friends and acquaintances for their feedback and comments before sending the manuscript to the publisher. 
 
    Since the plot involved a holistic physician, I sent a copy to Dr. Edward Pearson in Florida. 
 
    Dr. Pearson loved the premise of the book and the style of writing, particularly as it related to alternative healthcare, natural products and Walt's transformation into a healthier lifestyle. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    In subsequent conversations, Dr. Pearson shared that he had been looking for a book that he could share with his patients, colleagues and peers that would spread his message in a format that would capture their imagination and their hearts. 
 
    The Sting was very close to what he had been looking for and he made the suggestion that maybe we could work together to produce just the right book. 
 
    As I reflected on this idea, I realized that Walt's skirmishes with pharmaceutical companies, corrupt politicians, doctors, nurses, hospitals, bodily afflictions and a healthier lifestyle were not confined to just The Sting, but were scattered throughout all six of the Lady Justice mystery/comedy novels. 
 
    Using The Sting as the basis of the new book, I went through the manuscripts of the other five Lady Justice novels and pulled out chapters and vignettes that fleshed out the story of Walt's medical adventures. 
 
    Thus, Wolves In Sheep's Clothing was born. 
 
    Dr. Pearson is currently using Wolves in conjunction with his New Medicine Foundation to help spread the word about healthcare alternatives. 
 
    [image: NMF_Logo_49x491] 
 
    New Medicine Foundation 
 
    Dr. Edward W. Pearson, MD, ABIHM 
 
    http://newmedicinefoundation.com 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    RAINBOW ROAD 
 
    CHAPTER BOOKS FOR CHILDREN 
 
    AGES 5 – 10 
 
      
 
    [image: Flyer 7 jpg best crop] 
 
      
 
    Super Secrets of Rainbow Road 
 
      
 
    Super Powers of Rainbow Road 
 
      
 
          Hawaiian Rainbows 
 
      
 
    Patriotic Rainbows 
 
      
 
    Sports Heroes of Rainbow Road 
 
      
 
    Ghosts and Goblins of Rainbow Road 
 
      
 
    Christmas Crooks of Rainbow Road 
 
      
 
    For more information, 
 
    Go to http://BooksByBob.com     
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