


  

     The Maude Rogers 


     Murder Collection 


     Books 1-4 


     by Linda L. Dunlap 


     The East Avenue Murders 


     Edwards Bay 


     The 6:10 to Murder 


     The Corner of His Eye 


    

      


    


  




  

    

TABLE OF CONTENTS 


     The East Avenue Murders 


     Chapter 1 


     Chapter 2 


     Chapter 3 


     Chapter 4 


     Chapter 5 


     Chapter 6 


     Chapter 7 


     Chapter 8 


     Chapter 9 


     Chapter 10 


     Chapter 11 


     Chapter 12 


     Chapter 13 


     Chapter 14 


     Chapter 15 


     Chapter 16 


     Chapter 17 


     Chapter 18 


     Chapter 19 


     Chapter 20 


     Chapter 21 


     Chapter 22 


     Chapter 23 


     Chapter 24 


     Chapter 25 


     Chapter 26 


     Chapter 27 


     Chapter 28 


     Chapter 29 


     Chapter 30 


     Edwards Bay 


     Chapter 1 


     Chapter 2 


     Chapter 3 


     Chapter 4 


     Chapter 5 


     Chapter 6 


     Chapter 7 


     Chapter 8 


     Chapter 9 


     Chapter 10 


     Chapter 11 


     Chapter 12 


     Chapter 13 


     Chapter 14 


     Chapter 15 


     Chapter 16 


     Chapter 17 


     Chapter 18 


     Chapter 19 


     Chapter 20 


     Chapter 21 


     Chapter 22 


     Chapter 23 


     Chapter 24 


     Chapter 25 


     Epilogue 


     The 6:10 to Murder 


     Prologue 


     Chapter 1 


     Chapter 2 


     Chapter 3 


     Chapter 4 


     Chapter 5 


     Chapter 6 


     Chapter 7 


     Chapter 8 


     Chapter 9 


     Chapter 10 


     Chapter 11 


     Chapter 12 


     Chapter 13 


     Chapter 14 


     Chapter 15 


     Chapter 16 


     Chapter 17 


     Chapter 18 


     Chapter 19 


     Chapter 20 


     Chapter 21 


     Epilogue 


     The Corner of His Eye 


     Chapter 1. 


     Chapter 2. 


     Chapter 3. 


     Chapter 4. 


     Chapter 5. 


     Chapter  6. 


     Chapter 7. 


     Chapter 8. 


     Chapter 9. 


     Chapter 10. 


     


    

      


    


  




  

     The East Avenue Murders 


     Copyright © 2013




  




  

     Chapter 1 


     Mornings were always her worst times, with stiff joints refusing to work without pain, and a sharp cough every few minutes that set fire to her lungs. The wrinkled pack of unfiltered cigarettes lay on the nightstand where it could be reached easily during sleepless hours of tossing and turning. She crinkled the pack, and took out one of the three remaining cigarettes, fingering it to her mouth. 


     Her cigarette lighter was butane and old, with the inscription, To Maude from Paul, worn slick from use. She gently lifted the top, rolled the cylinder against a small piece of flint, and watched a burst of blue and yellow flame engulf the cigarette. Inhaling deeply, she pulled the first smoke slowly through her mouth and across her teeth, tasting the burning tobacco, the guilt coming hard. Flicking a loose shred from her tongue, she thought about her mother dying from cancer and wondered if filtered cigarettes were a better choice. Someone said it would be like changing rooms on the Titanic. 


     Taking another drag from the cigarette, she noticed the blood under her fingernails—dried, dark spots missed in the wash-up. She had grown more careless in recent years. Not so long ago that would have been out of the question for her, a professional in the murder business. She stood and stretched upward as far as her stiff knees would allow, the bones creaking in her shoulders and upper back. 


     Every day it was more difficult to pick up and carry heavy items. She didn’t know how, or when, she began losing her youthful muscle strength. Probably a little with each birthday. As each new day overlapped the last, they all looked the same over her shoulder. 


     She remembered when she could work all day and then go to the gym for an hour and a half, lifting and pushing weights. Still not tired, she would crack out a hundred and fifty sit-ups, never even breathing hard. Her waist had been slim then, tucked neatly between firm breasts and the generous curve of her hips. Long legs and the strength of a man had pushed her forward on the force, even in the days before politically correct supervisors were told to hire women.  


     Memories of arresting the scum of the city were sweet. Sometimes, she and her partner, John Maxwell, would follow paper-thin leads for weeks on end, until the break came, and the puzzle pieces of the case all fit together. Afterwards, they would guzzle cold beer at one of their favorite bars celebrating the end of the story, toasting each other for their team effort. The memory made her mouth water, even though the stale taste of last night’s gin burned her throat, and the hangover headache beat a staccato rhythm of pain across her temples. 


     Last night...last night, she kept trying to focus, to remember how it all went down, how the bullet was loosed. The shot had flown across the small space of the room, and the hot casing had been ejected from the gun before popping to the floor beside her feet. It was bad. The slow-motion mental replay recalled in detail the hot blood of the target. 


     Bright red spurted from the perp’s chest artery when the second bullet fired automatically. Her firing instructor would have been proud. The fatal bullet flew from the long barrel to the center-mass target, just as she had been taught. The only reason to pull a weapon and fire it is to kill. There is no such thing as a warning shot. Good things to remember. 


     Maude had seen it coming. She knew where the shooter would be, and quietly crawled through an open window. Dropping to the floor on knees that screamed at her she had the gun already in hand. The front door of the warehouse had opened slowly as she crawled along the wall behind the row of oil drums. Her breathing was fast and shallow, her fear that she would be too late. Finally, she was across from the perp and watched as he raises the shotgun in the air. Maxwell’s body was almost level with the barrel of the powerful weapon. She called out, and the shooter quickly turned toward her, confused by her presence. Lifting her gun, she fired without sighting. No time. A lucky pull on the trigger for her, and the blast of gunpowder and metal for him. The sound echoed in her ears, once, and then a second time. 


     The perp had no pulse, no breath. She touched his face, his neck and the arm that cradled the cold, sawed-off shotgun. She opened the chamber  and acknowledged the two huge shells. Her partner had stood staring, the hot burst of urine cooling as it trailed into his new black shoes. The shock of almost dying did that. 


     As always, the paperwork had to be done. She had to write it: who, what, why, when and how, all the elements of a report. 


     Who was the mystery; she hoped his fingerprints might help to identify the man.  


     What was the shotgun; the man had been a thief looking to murder a cop, and had to be taken out. 


     Why did a man choose to die on a particular day?  


     She knew how. It was her gun that blew his lights out--not the first time she had wielded that tool to rid the earth of pestilence. 


     The when was always the most important of all the elements-the grace that could save a career or send it spiraling into an abyss. 


     Maude had known to make her report clear and concise.  She must never give the men upstairs reasons to question her ability to deal with circumstances. Her gun had been taken away until the shooting could be investigated. Standard procedure, every death caused by a police officer required it. Still, she had felt naked on the street when the door of the shop closed behind her. The Cop Shop, slang for the Madison Police Department of Madison, Texas, the place where Detective Maude Rogers was growing old. 


     Afterwards, there was the trip to the cop bar, soaking up the victory, washing the taste of gunpowder off her tongue. She smoked cigarettes and slung back gin and tonic until the memory of the hole in the man’s chest faded, until the gurgle of his fading breath no longer echoed in her ears.  


     Raucous laughter erupting from the cop’s tables grew louder as the hours passed. Maude finally stumbled to the bar, and asked the skinny kid serving drinks to call a cab for her, saying she wasn’t drunk enough yet to drive a car. The joke made her laugh, a low chuckle that didn’t last long. Behind her the men and women around the tables were still throwing the liquor back, enjoying the night, some waving as she walked unsteadily out the door. 


     Morning came too quickly, bringing the pain in her head, and the need for more sleep. When she arrived at work her lieutenant nodded, acknowledging her return. She was assigned to the desk until the gun was cleared and internal affairs satisfied with her story. Her partner had supported Maude’s actions all the way, claimed he owed his life to her, but that was never enough. An investigation had to be done. She would have insisted on the same procedure if the command was hers. But that would never happen. 


     Maude accepted that she would never be more than what she was with the department. She was too old, and a woman, so promotions were out of the question. “Hold onto the job” had become her mantra for the last few years. In five more, her social security money would kick in, and she could file papers with the city for retirement. Until then, she didn’t want to lose her employment. If that meant accepting what the bosses laid on her plate, she would follow orders. 


     The desk job was simple--taking calls from citizens needing answers about parking tickets and minor citations received from traffic cops. Occasionally someone from the warrant office would call and ask for help serving an arrest warrant, but Maude knew to direct them to the county constable. Lieutenant Patterson didn’t send a man under his command to serve warrants unless he was looking for a way to punish.  


     She hoped she was still in good standing with the boss because she hated warrant detail. Once she had gone along with a rookie for a week, getting him broken in as he served warrants and arrested citizens for unpaid tickets. What a boring business that had been. She had fallen asleep in the passenger seat between calls trying to pass the days as quickly as possible. Wanting a cigarette, she had been reluctant to smoke in the city vehicle. 


     The week on desk detail passed quickly with Maude logging calls that came in. She filled in the lines on the computer screen, tying in the names and times of day for the call. Friday came, and she hoped that the boss would let her take an extra hour off for lunch to get a headache under control. The pain she’d had at waking continued in spite of three aspirin taken at eight o’clock. With a heavy heart she saw her boss coming down the hallway toward her. After opening the door into the dingy little control room where she had spent the last few days, he stared at her with a woeful expression.   


     “Hey Boss, what’s up?” she asked quietly, trying to appear busy, dreading what was going to come out of his mouth. 


     “Maude,” he said, “Take your gun back. You’re cleared of any wrongdoing, and I think they should give you some kind of award for what you did. I’ll put you in for it. Maybe they’ll give you a medal. The perp was identified as Tony Masters, a three-time loser who had been casing that warehouse for a week. One of our snitches told us that Masters had bragged he was going to kill a cop if any showed up. Looks like you were in the right place at the right time. 


     “I have a job for you after lunch. Serve this warrant, and when you have the man in custody, bring him in, and give your report to Sergeant Johnson in Central Investigations.” 


     “Oh come on, Lieutenant!” she said, dreading the assignment. “There are other people that get paid to do that.”  


     “Yeah, I know. But today you’re getting paid to do it. We’re shorthanded because of the city holiday. Afterward, make an appointment with Psych about last night’s shooting. You know the drill.”  


     His news keeps getting better and better, she thought. 


     “But the shoot was righteous,” Maude exclaimed, getting louder. “I don’t need anyone poking around in my head about my folks, looking for reasons that I might be going loco. Yeah, sometimes I wanted to kill my old man, but I didn’t. The pervert outlived most of my family.” 


     “Easy, Detective Rogers.” Patterson used her name with emphasis. “It’s the rules,” he finished, handing over her weapon, and an envelope addressed to Frank Almondera, 501 East Avenue, Apartment 507, Madison, Texas. The return address was the State of Texas.  


     “Oh alright,” she reluctantly agreed. “What’s so important about this warrant?” 


     “Don’t know. Just do it, Okay?  Remember; come back here when you’re done. I would send someone with you, but your partner is gone, and I don’t have anyone else. Think you can handle it?” the lieutenant asked, walking out of the room before she could give him some other kind of argument.   


     Patterson wondered for a minute why the Criminal Investigations Division wanted Almondera arrested so fast. Maybe the captain was just hassling Maude a little more. He dismissed it from his mind, and began clearing the workload that cluttered his desk. Friday was always a difficult day to get away from the job, and the chief had given notice that there would be no overtime.  It was too close to the end of budget year. 


     The address on the warrant was in an apartment building that had seen better days. It just happened to be in one of the roughest neighborhoods in the city.  


     “Thanks Lieutenant,” Maude muttered under her breath. As she looked around, she knew she fit right in. Her unmarked car was old and junky, in an old junky neighborhood. Easing her sore knees out of the car by rotating her butt on the seat from right to left, Maude put her feet on the curb and stepped away from the car. She wondered how many more times she would be able to complete the once-easy task. She made a mental note to see an orthopedic man about an injection to relieve some of the soreness in her knees and hips. 


     501 East Avenue was a rundown walk-up, a tenement building and hit house for acid freaks, meth heads, and heroin addicts who used the empty apartments for shooting up. They paid for the convenience by leaving drugs for the apartment renters, an altogether nice way to do business. It was a bad place to arrest someone for failure to appear in court. Maude was tensing up, she could feel it.  The adrenaline was starting to increase her heart rate as she walked the stairs to the third floor of the building. Two more floors to go, she thought.   


     She thought about why two people instead of one hadn’t been sent to such a bad location, a known place for cop haters, but she had her suspicions. They were always testing her. Even after eight years on the force, they still put her through this kind of bull, to see if she could survive. The fifteen years I spent at Chicago PD were never this bad, she thought, getting ticked off again.   


      A few families lived in the building. She could tell because of the kid noises, and the televisions blaring. The canned laughter of sitcoms reverberated down the halls, loud even through closed doors. Some of the apartment doors had bars on them, self-protection from dirt bags that roamed the hallways looking for a fix.  


     By the time Maude climbed the stairs to the fifth floor her feet were feeling the effects of the late August heat. She huffed, the years of smoking taking their toll.  Her gun hand tensed as she climbed onto the fifth floor landing and began the last few steps to apartment 507. Sweat beaded on her forehead from a lack of circulating air in the old defunct building. Maude leaned against the wall for a minute to pull herself together, bracing her body to get better control over her legs. She was happy that at least she didn’t carry any extra weight on her bones. Thank God for good genes. 


     Last night’s gin had soured her in her gut pushing up a foul reminder of a night of excess. A deep breath later she spotted the door she needed and moved cautiously toward it. The hallway had become too quiet, the kids on the lower level suddenly finding other places to be besides the stairwell. Years of police work had taught her a few things. Always wear a vest in dangerous situations and feel the tension of a crowd. 


     She had that one right and was glad she had worn the vest. The silent building was a screaming message that a bad scene had gone down somewhere close and maybe the danger was still nearby. Lock and load was the appropriate response. 


     Sidling up to the door was hard to do because of the trash littering the floor on both sides of the hallway. Old takeout trays and pizza boxes stacked helter-skelter mixed with empty twelve pack beer containers. Lift-back lids on empty soup cans buzzed with flies, and an assembly of cockroaches scattered as Maude’s feet touched a discarded paper cup lying against the door.  


      The smell was horrendous. Old booze, puke, and unwashed body smells mingled with spoiled food odors, making the heat almost unbearable. How could anyone live in such a place?  Maybe they had to be high to stand it. 


     She stood beside the door and yelled out, “Police. Open the door. I need to talk to you.”  


     Rats skittered from the piles of trash causing her to jump as she knocked on the door once more. God I hate rats, her inner voice said. Leaning from the outside wall, weapon in hand, she saw the door was already open. A gentle push opened it to a straight-on view of a small living area with minimal furniture. Once again she called out, “Police.”  


     Cautious of having no backup Maude wasn’t eager to show herself to whoever might be in the room. No sound came through the space of the opened door, the quiet once again giving her a bad feeling about what waited there. Her weapon went before her. She kicked the door against the wall and entered the room yelling, “Police!” 


     The smell of putrefaction assaulted her from the first, the odor thick and strong, coating her clothing and hair. The sweetish smell of rotting flesh activated her gag reflex, and she fought the urge to vomit. The hideous droning of swarming flies filled the room, the size of the swarm larger near the bed.  


     Oh Jeez, was all she could think. Those scumbags in CID knew there was trouble here. That’s why I pulled this duty!  


     The apartment was small, just one and two bedroom kitchenettes in the whole building. At one time it was swanky before road construction cut the area off from the downtown train station and contiguous cross streets. Afterwards the once decent streets became potholed and almost impossible to drive. Now only beaters or two wheelers made the trip to the front doors of the building. A bus two blocks away came and went three times a day, but ask anyone who lived there about public service. They’d tell you how thinly it was spread throughout the hood.  


     The room that greeted Maude with its unholy smell was a twelve by twelve kitchenette that hosted a small bathroom, closet and sleeping area along its periphery. Air conditioning was available, but the thermostat had been turned off, producing a stiflingly hot apartment. In retrospect, she figured the temperature was intentional—bodies rotted quicker in heat. 


     A thirteen-inch television sat on an orange crate against the wall near the solitary chair. The small, apartment-sized stove and kitchen counter top were covered in the detritus from take-out meals. Cockroaches crawled with abandon on empty food cartons and soda cups. The sink-full of dirty dishes was the piece d resistance of poor housekeeping. Aiming her weapon at the bathroom, Maude lightly kicked, and the door flew open. The soft impact of her shoe against wood revealed a filthy, four-by-four shower, with an adjacent commode. A tiny lavatory overcrowded the room leaving little space for a man or woman to stand. 


     She stepped away from the bathroom and moved toward the single bed where the dead thing was lying, the sound of flies’ buzzing growing louder as she closed in. Maude knew instinctively that the covered corpse on the bed had once been a living, human being.  


     Closer to the bed the smell was even more cloying. Usually at those scenes someone would pass around a jar of chest rub. Strong menthol rubbed under the nose was always a welcome cover for the smell of death.  


     Maude pulled rubber gloves from the pouch on her belt and went back to the bathroom. She removed a few squares of toilet paper from the roll, careful to touch nothing else. A few drops of water on the tissue made it stick to her nose, and after applying it, she began breathing through her mouth. Rotted flesh smells always made her nauseous in confined spaces. 


     The picture of Frank might be all that she needed. If he was the person in the bed, everyone’s job would be a lot less complicated. Using her gloved hands to avoid compromising the crime scene, Maude gently took hold of the top corner of the red and white bed coverlet, and pulled it all the way back, exposing the head and torso of the victim. She almost groaned. A maggot-filled hole was where the mouth should have been.  


     The body appeared to be a fully developed, adult human female, whose breasts had been hacked off, leaving two ragged holes in the chest. Other insects moved slowly back and forth feeding on the decaying flesh. Mature flies, like those that had been buzzing since Maude opened the front door covered parts of the body. The lightweight coverlet was a poor barrier between the victim and the noisy insects. 


     While trying to get her breath, and stop gagging, Maude noted the dried blood on the floor directly under the body. The blood appeared to have soaked through the thin mattress and dripped onto the floor. Withdrawing her cell phone from her pocket, she dialed her boss, informing him of what she had found. 


     “Lieutenant,” she said hesitantly, “the warrant serve for CID is not happening today. I went to the address, and found the door open. There’s a dead female here, who appears to have been tortured and mutilated. Been here a while. Better send out the crew and a guy who knows about flies.” 


     A dozen expletives flew from James Patterson’s mouth. “I was getting ready to go home! Just one Friday I’d like to set out on my patio with a cold beer in hand as I watched the sunset with my wife.” 


     Maude chuckled. The boss had thought that by sending her with an arrest warrant for a petty drug dealer he could forget about keeping her busy for the rest of the day. For his part, he would have had the CID lieutenant in his debt, never a bad place to be. She probably should have left it alone, but what the heck.  


     “Yeah, Boss, I guess you’ll need to show up since we’re working shorthanded during the holiday,” Maude drawled, wishing for a cigarette to complete the satisfaction of screwing him over. 


     “I’ll be there detective,” Patterson grumbled. “CID boys will show up as a team to secure the building. We’ll need to knock on doors and find witnesses. You know the drill.” 


     “Small chance of that,” she cautioned. “This place has gone into lock-down in the last fifteen minutes.”  


     What she really wanted was to get out of the room. A few steps into the hallway brought a measure of relief from the stench, giving her lungs a chance to breathe in some non-putrefied air. She yearned for nicotine, but knew there was no time to smoke. 


     While waiting for the team to arrive Maude had to protect the scene with her person. No leaving until she was relieved. Too many cases were lost in court because of a break in the evidence chain. Her small notebook was in the top pocket of her shirt, and she recorded the facts of the find, noting where the body lay, and how she had observed it, while the details of the room were still fresh in her mind. Always you wrote the facts, she thought, just the facts, no emotional response must be recorded in the book. She had stacks of those used books back home in file boxes. Just like tax forms, you have to keep them forever. 


     The traffic cop who arrived soon after was breathless from running up the stairs, and Maude knew the forensic team with the cameras was close behind. Still she waited. Her experience told her that the mistakes she made then would be fodder for a hungry defense attorney later.  


     Besides, leaning against the door was restful to her back. Muscles down her vertebrae were tense from late night drinking and the five floor climb. She almost regretted the interruption when CID arrived with their bags and cameras. Right behind them, breathing hard and coughing on the last step, was Lieutenant James Patterson.  


     “Okay, Detective,” he began speaking as he walked. “Where’s the body? Is this the place? Has anyone been here and left the room?”   


     “No sir, no one has been here at all except for me,” she said, watching as the techs from the lab dusted the front door for prints. In a moment, the first of several gloved, county-employed photographers entered the door. “The body is on the bed,” she continued. “I touched the doorknob barehanded, but gloved up to pull back the coverlet, and to turn on the bathroom faucet. I never entered the kitchen.” 


     Maude accompanied Patterson inside the small alcove that made up the bedroom, nodding at the techs that stood back waiting. 


     “It’s pretty bad, Boss,” she warned.  


     Once inside Maude walked straight to the bed and found it as she’d left it. She checked her gloves to make sure they were sound, nodding again at the techs standing off to the side waiting for the police to do the look-see before they got involved. All those standing in the vicinity of the body were assaulted by the over-ripe smell of human flesh decomposing in a hot room. The flies continued their buzzing, lighting on the live bodies gathered around the bed. An investigator from the crime lab brought out a large container of chest rub, and passed it around, sharing with anyone who wanted the cover-up. 


     Maude told her story as it had happened, how she searched for Frank Almondera to serve him with the failure-to-appear warrant, and not finding him, she came upon the crime scene and its grisly offering. After a bit, Patterson released her and some of the uniformed officers to knock on doors for witnesses. Those cops were glad to help if it meant getting away from the body. 


     The need for a cigarette was overpowering by the time she stepped outside the room and lit one. To hell with policy, she thought. It’s a hit building. They cook drugs here over an open flame.   


     After the cigarette burned down, she used her fingers to extinguish the butt. She was reluctant to see it go. She put the cold butt in her pocket to keep from contaminating the scene and gave a nod to the nearest traffic cop. Readying her notebook, Maude and the cop walked a few paces down the fifth floor corridor looking for someone who might have seen something happening in room 507. The other street cops were going door to door  throughout the building, looking for anyone who recently might have observed strangers using the stairs. Never could tell what someone might remember. 


     The first door she tapped on was labeled 504, and it was directly across from the crime scene.  Maude knocked on it with authority.  


     “Open up, Police,” she yelled for all to hear. 


     After two more tries she gave up and wrote down the time and door number in her book. She would be expected to keep an accurate account of the time spent searching for witnesses. Her job was sometimes more record keeping than action, even on days when there were crimes committed and cases to be solved. The end of the story was often played out in the courts where the cops presented written accounts as vital testimony. 


     She thought about her partner, one of the most accurate record keepers she had ever worked with, and wondered how he was doing. The boss had given him a few days off after the warehouse shooting. He was really messed up about nearly getting killed. The last she heard he was taking a short vacation with his wife and kids, headed to the beach and the clear, blue, water of Mexico. She hoped he was okay, and would be back, but it was doubtful. His wife had been nagging him to quit, and go back to work in her daddy’s company. The same old story, Maude had heard it a few times before, only this time it might just happen. There’s nothing like a near-death experience to wake a man up and make him realize where his treasures lie. She was thinking about that when she and the street cop got to 509, the apartment that was catty-cornered across the hall from the murder room.  


     “Detective Rogers, Madison Police Department,” she shouted loudly. “I need to talk to you!” Her fists hurt from previously pounding on hard wood. She touched the door labeled 509 and the pressure of her knuckles edged the door inward. It was not only unlocked, it had been left partly open. When she pushed the knob, the door swung open by itself on oiled hinges, revealing a duplicate apartment to the crime scene. A small room with the obligatory kitchen and hard chair were visible through the door. 


     “Oh no,” she complained to the uniformed officer, although the remark was mostly to herself. Maude’s bad feeling had just gotten worse. The air in the room was as odorous as the other and all her senses were on alert. The buzzing of a different family of flies filled the small apartment, moving together in groups, as though they were a solid mass.  


     The detective’s job in homicide, and a long retirement afterward were Maude’s career goals. She never cared for upward movement in the department, and even though there was the bias in the way women were treated on the force, she lived for what she did on the job. The thrill of the catch was what she loved. Admittedly, some of her cases smelled worse than rotten fish. It was at those times true dedication to the job made a cop voluntarily enter a place of horror. 


     The door to the bathroom was ajar as if the last person who departed had been too hurried to close it. There was nothing in the room other than the usual furnishings. Maude gently closed the door and trod carefully lightly away from the door toward the sleeping area. She trained her weapon upon on the bed where a large lump lay covered by an identical coverlet to the one across the hall. 


     Struck by the unusual circumstances of the coverlets, Maude held off pulling the fabric back from the bed, taking time to look the room over. She dreaded the possibility of another crime scene, but she knew the elements were there. On the floor in front of the bed lay a white bathrobe, the kind  hotels and cruise ships give to VIP customers. It was smeared with blood on one side. Maude’s guts roiled, the dread in her a stimulus for nausea.  


     There was a minute possibility that under the coverlet lay a sleeping person, one who would rise up with indignation at being disturbed by strangers in the room. Maude hoped that was the case, but it was not to be. She borrowed a fresh pair of latex gloves from the assisting officer and pulled the coverlet back, exposing a dead body. A carbon copy in its mutilated state, the body lay decomposing like the victim in 507. Both breasts had been hacked off and the raw flesh grayed and shriveled with the passing of time. Maggots were present in the second victim also, an indication that the time of the murder had coincided with the first. The mouth and chest were the feeding ground for the pale, voracious, flesh eaters. 


     The blood on the victim’s face, neck and chest had sourced from a large slash wound in her left temple near the carotid artery, possibly the cause of death. The extra damage inflicted on the woman was no doubt entertainment for a demented killer who found pleasure in torture. The second murder appeared in its grisly reproduction to be the work of the same person or persons who killed the woman in 507.  . 


     Maude took out her phone to make the call across the hall. She  stayed in the room instead of leaving in order to secure the scene. After she dialed the lieutenant’s number, the phone rang several times before he finally answered. 


     “Patterson here,” he said brusquely.  


     She was silent for a minute, not quite sure how to tell her boss that his evening away from home had just been lengthened. 


     “Uh, Boss, you need to come across the hall to Apartment 509,” she said through the crackling of phone static. The reception was poor, but it was better than yelling through the door.  


     “What do you need?” He impatiently asked. “I’m busy over here.” 


     “Trust me, Boss, you need to come over here,” she said again. 


     “Oh alright, I’ll be there in a minute,” Patterson growled, disconnecting the phone. 


     Maude stayed near the door with the street cop, waiting for her supervisor. With knees ready to buckle from the strain of the long day she waited for him to arrive. When the door opened she gave him the look, the one that said, “We’ve been screwed”. 


     “Maude, what do you want?” Patterson asked loudly. The increased volume of his voice was an indication of his frustration. She could tell he was ready to leave, to finish up the day. 


     “In the bed, Boss, go check the bed,” she wearily insisted. Maude stayed where she was, delaying the necessity to look one more time. The breasts’ removal touched a nerve within her because of the violence and the obvious hatred from the killer.  


     The commission of such an act in room 507 might have been a trip into insanity for the killer, but a replay of the horror in room 509 revealed a need to shock and horrify all who came to observe. The killer had thrown down the gauntlet and he alone knew where he would strike next. A buzz of worry was beginning in her. They had to find the killer before he murdered again. 


     She knew she could put it off no longer and stepped into the sleeping area alongside her lieutenant. Surprisingly, he was calm and observant, his language without expletives.  


     “Did you touch anything Maude?” he asked. 


     “No sir, just the coverlet-with gloves,” she added. He knew she hadn’t but it was his way to ask. 


     “That’s good. I’m sending this officer across the hall to get a team and I want them to split up and get this room photographed and printed chop-chop,” he ordered, indicating the street cop who was with Maude. 


     Later, after the noise was over, and the extra personnel had gone, the coroner showed up. His findings were that both young women were probably killed by the same person or persons. He stated that there were too many possible causes of deaths to determine without autopsy, but both victims appeared to have been dead for several days. His information was a repeat of the words Maude had already used. Only the insides of the bodies would show for certain how they had died. Her personal wish was that it had been quick, before the mutilation started. 


     The large amount of blood at the scene gave the coroner reason to believe the women’s breasts had been removed while they were still alive. His immediate speculation was that the breast mutilation was done by a gardener’s tool or other roughly serrated blade resembling a small saw. The flesh with the nipples attached was not found. No one wanted to voice the word, trophies. 


     As an afterthought, the coroner ventured a more exact time of death, based upon the decay of the bodies, the bloating, and the presence of both maggots and flies. His best approximation was the victims were killed about six days earlier. That estimation allowed for generations of flies to reproduce. Due to the large number of the insects in the rooms, the coroner believed at least one or more generations had already hatched. Samples of the maggots were taken to determine if they were the same type of fly larvae in each victim.  


     Maude was weary. Her wristwatch hands were sitting on nine o’clock and the streets outside were already dark. There was little activity in the building. The extra officers who went door-to-door had found no one who saw or heard anything. The responses were not unexpected. Seldom did anyone ‘see anything’ if it meant telling it to the police.  


     The crime scene techs had photographed both apartments, taking them apart to capture any prints, blood or body fluids on film. The bodies had been removed and transported to the coroner’s office where autopsies would be performed. Blood on the carpet was scraped and put into containers for testing at the lab, and the victims had been photographed by two different lab techs. Both women had fingers that were broken in different places, but no determination could be made about those injuries. The tips were printed, and Maude was hoping for an identification of the victims before the night was over.  


     She had done her part by looking for residents to question. Sometimes comparing the answers given by potential witnesses gave a cop a lead. Not this time though. The lack of response to door-knocking showed her a thing or two. Some of the people were scared, and they weren’t talking. Thinking they might come around was a pipe dream. 


     Finding both dead bodies made the case hers to solve. The women were young, between eighteen and twenty-five, and Maude felt a pang of sadness for their lost young lives. Still, she knew that no matter what happened, a cool head without emotion would be needed to find the man who had killed and mutilated them. In a weak moment she vowed to cut back on her nightly gin until the murders were solved. Already that promise was a source of regret.  


    

      


    


  




  

     Chapter 2 


     The clock showed ten-thirty when Maude finally arrived home on the outskirts of town. She liked it there. It had been her mother’s house, inherited from her mother complete with two stories of real wood siding, brick walkways, and brick at the base of the structure. Maude had added a metal roof, gutters and a rainwater system for protection against the Texas droughts. The large water container behind her house supplied water to both her house and the rent house down the hill. A college student and her friend lived there at the time, sharing the rent. 


     Mary Ellen was an easy tenant, careful and respectful of others. What she did in the house was her business as long as she didn’t damage the building. When Maude drove up and parked her unmarked car, she noticed that Mary Ellen’s bike was not on the front porch. The bike was the girl’s transportation from home to school and work. Maude figured the restaurant job was keeping her tenant busy after school. Smiling, she remembered being twenty years old with the world in her hands. 


     The night was not over for her, there was still work to be done. She had to organize the evidence from both crime scenes and try to make some sense of it. The gin bottle called to her, but for a while she held out, working through the need. She smoked her cigarettes one after the other, inhaling deeply, trying to rid herself of the smell of death. A hot shower and strong soap hadn’t done it for her, but she knew that eventually, it would go away.  


     The menthol from the muscle rub lotion served two purposes. It helped her sore knees, and quelled the lingering death odors. She had applied it liberally after her shower, wondering as always how the smell of decayed human flesh could stick to the pores of her body even after a vigorous washing. 


     Frank Almondera had disappeared with no sign of him anywhere. CID posted an all-points bulletin asking the public and law enforcement to call the Madison Police Department should anyone see the man. Almondera was a petty drug dealer, not someone she ‘liked’ for the killings. His modus operandi was too simple. Get the drugs. Sell the drugs. Maude had checked his file, and couldn’t find a history of violence. She was beginning to think maybe Almondera might have been a victim as well. He had been scheduled for court, but no one had seen him since he got out of jail on bond. 


     The gin bottle won out, and over the first two fingers, Maude began putting it together. Whatever had happened to Almondera occurred at least two weeks earlier. The woman in his apartment was killed about six days ago. What had tied them together? Thinking about the dead woman, Maude called the lab and asked to speak to the night supervisor. She was told that the prints of the two victims gave up nothing, no identifiers at all, which could mean anything. Even dental records had been run without any success.  


     Maude Rogers was a persistent person who seldom gave up when the odds were against her, even when the situation appeared to be hopeless. That night she worked until long after midnight before the gin called her again. Burning its way to her stomach, the alcohol blocked the memory of the day’s horrors.  


     The next morning came with typical summer weather. A hot, humid atmosphere had seeped into the house in spite of the artificial air that kept the temperature lowered with each cycle of the unit. She slept fitfully until the alarm went off, tossing and turning, needing to go to the bathroom, but putting it off until the last minute. Her stomach felt queasy and her head seemed blown up three times its normal size. She got out of bed and dragged herself to the bathroom, turned the light on, and then quickly turned it off after glancing into the mirror. 


     The woman in the reflection was tall and thin with a mop of mostly gray, curly hair that had never been obedient to the comb. The color and texture had been modified somewhat by one of the box colors from the shelves of the large grocery store. She needed a haircut and couldn’t decide about a new application.  Maybe she would let the color grow off to rat gray.  


     “Not much of a choice,” she said aloud. Her ears flapped a little but not enough to be clown-like and her lips-her best feature-were still full. She stuck out her tongue in the mirror and was greeted with the grayness cause by an acid belly. 


     “God, I’m all gray,” she said to herself, moving slowly to allow her knees and back to readjust to standing. “I feel gray.” Her blue eyes were steady, but cloudy, from the early morning pain of arthritis and a headache. She lit an unfiltered cigarette and sat down on the commode, smoking while her head cleared. 


     “I wonder if I should stop drinking?” She asked herself. “Maybe go to meetings.” She knew some people who went. Some of them got sober. Some didn’t. “What do I do instead of drinking?” she wondered.  


     Long pajamas were thrown aside as Maude stepped into the shower, grimacing at the cold water that poured from the big round shower head. Someone had told her to have it installed and she did, but hated it from the first use. Whichever faucet she turned on first created a reservoir of water inside the shower head. Then it would wait until she climbed in and adjusted the other faucet before the small cold lake dumped its load.  


     “Those kinds of surprises could make a person rethink home ownership,” Maude grumbled to herself.  


     Soaping in the shower made her remember that it was the day of the week she always checked her breasts for lumps hoping to get ahead of breast cancer in case it should start growing. So far she was cancer free. Her mother had died at fifty five from the terrible growth which made Maude more susceptible to the disease. The memory of her mother’s suffering was still clear and powerful. The gin bottle first started talking back then. She was newly thirty-five, still young, and trying to contend with the pain of grief. The booze helped. She started drinking a little at a time, just as a pain killer. Problem was, she never stopped.  


     Three aspirin and a cup of strong coffee later, Maude was thinking clearly, rehashing the day and night before. She was puzzled by the lack of clues from both murders. Nothing obvious had been found at the crime scene, the hairs on the victims’ bodies were their own. Not enough time had passed yet to know if they were raped. The kitchen of 507 was a mess, but whoever handled the food containers must have worn gloves. So no prints, not even the victim’s. The same went for the refrigerator and the stove. Did he hand feed his victims or did he starve them? 


     Unless they were restrained at all times the women would have handled the food containers during meals. The coroner said nothing about restraints, and Maude hadn’t seen any signs indicating bruising at the wrists of either of the victims. It could all come out in the autopsy. The wrists weren’t the only place to restrain someone. She remembered a case in the past where a woman was locked in a basement for days, restrained by a chain wrapped around her waist and her ankles and attached to an iron bed frame. There was no end to the misery that evil people could invoke upon their victims. 


     After a second dose of caffeine, and two more cigarettes, she dressed to go back to the crime scene for another look. Something about the first room bothered her, and she couldn’t put a finger on it. Usually on her day off, a list of domestic chores needed doing, but the memory of the victims’ mutilated bodies was too strong to set aside in favor of housework. 


     A tree saw seemed an unlikely weapon. It was a difficult tool to use even on hard wood. The time the killer spent getting the teeth set just right, positioning the saw for maximum cutting must have been extensive. A saw with a blade about ten inches long was a possible weapon, the type commonly purchased for removing small limbs from trees and bushes. It would have been sharp enough to cut through tender young flesh. 


     The coroner said the ragged cuts were not the cause of death. The victims were still alive after the blooding. Maude could hear their agonized screaming in her head. The killer must have liked the results of the first amputations so much he had to do it again exactly the same. The thrill of reenacting the slaughter took him to apartment 509. 


     There were several tests results that would be available the following Monday. They might answer some of her questions though not soon enough to make her happy. The crime lab was partially dependent upon the feds files and those people didn’t work weekends. 


     The yellow tape was on the building when Maude got there. She began the climb that seemed steeper the second day, especially because her calves were sore. Also, a new savage pain now resided in the bend of her left knee. She really needed to go to the gym more regularly. Truth was, she needed to lose a few years.  


     On the landing of the second floor, Maude stopped and looked down the corridor, hoping to talk to someone who lived there. Her intent was not to question them about the murder, but to feel them out about the people who came and went from the apartment building, and the times of day that were the busiest.  


     She saw a small boy about six years old at the end of the landing sitting on the filthy, torn carpet. He rolled a ball against the wall in the same way that people have been rolling balls since rubber was first made round. The wall would fire it back to the kid after he threw it. Sometimes it went away from him, but the ball roller was patient, and would go get it, and sit back down.  


     “Hey kid, what’s your name?” She asked. He sat quietly staring straight ahead. She got nothing out of him. Somebody had taught him to never talk to cops. “Hey Junior, you’re pretty good with that ball.” The kid turned his eyes toward her, keeping his body rigid, prepared to jump and run. “Yeah,” she continued, “I have a ball like that; only mine won’t bounce. My ball yells, “Ouch”, when I throw it against the wall,” she said conversationally. 


     The boy grinned for a minute, knowing she was lying, but liking the sound of it. “What else does it say?” the kid asked her, continuing to bounce his silent ball. 


     “My ball calls me bad names,” she said, watching him giggle. “You live here or just visiting?” 


     He nodded, warming up to her.  


     “Your mama live in that apartment behind you?” She asked. 


     The boy quickly lost his friendliness. Maude figured he didn’t have a mama or had been warned to keep his mouth shut about her. 


     The kid jumped and ran to the door at the end of the hall, slamming it after he went through. He returned after a minute or two to open the door a little and peeked out the small opening. Maude heard a loud, female voice yelling from inside the apartment. 


     “Maurice, what are you doing? Shut that door!” The kid looked at Maude with regret as he closed the door. 


     She thought about the exchange with the boy, Maurice, and wondered if he would be in the hall later. If anything had happened in the building he might have seen it. She decided to look on the way back and see if he had returned. Who knows? She might even find another ball for him. 


     All of the apartments had been visited by police. The residents were singly questioned about what they had seen or heard during the previous two weeks. No one saw anything. A good investigator knew to keep asking even though the answer was usually no. Sometimes a guilty conscience would cause an honest man or woman to step forward and tell what they had seen. Maude wanted to go back and ask around, but she needed a partner to go with her. She also needed to talk to the boss to find out what was up with Maxwell, if he was coming back to work. 


     The police tape was the same across the doors at 507 and 509. Maude had a master key that allowed her to open police locks. A homicide detective might have to return to the scene several times before the case was put to rest or solved. She stood for a minute outside 507 thinking about what was inside the apartment.  


     Pulling one of her unfiltereds from its crumpled pack she lit up, inhaling deeply of the smoke before blowing it out her nose. Funny how a cigarette tasted so good at times. She wondered if she was destined to have lung cancer because of her habit and then chided herself for being obsessed with the big C. Someone would probably shoot her before cancer ever got close. 


     The stink of the apartment hadn’t dissipated with the removal of the body--in fact--the raw odor had migrated to the hallway. CID had taken the trash to the lab to look for anything connected with the murders, but the  thin, faded carpet just outside the doorway was coated with a layer of solid filth. Groaning with the effort, Maude stooped toward the floor, bending her knees to see what might have been missed by the techs. As far as she could tell they hadn’t missed anything. The carpet though grossly stained had been swept clean of even the smallest items. She was about to rise to her height when out of the corner of her eye she spotted two small feet. 


     “Hey kid, it’s good to see you, but you aren’t supposed to be up here,” she said. 


     “Yeah, I know.” the kid volunteered. 


     “Hang on a minute, let me stand up. Now, does your mom know you’re up here?” she asked. “I don’t want you to get in trouble.” 


     “Nah. She don’t know it.” the boy said, staring at her struggling to stand up straight. 


     “What’s your full name so I don’t have to call you kid?” 


     “Maurice. Maurice Elroy Brown. Thas my name. I’m six years old. How come you bent over like that?” 


     “My back hurts and I’m old. How come you aren’t in school Maurice?” She asked. 


     Maurice looked at her as if she had just fallen from the sky. “It’s Saturday. No school on Saturday. You stupid or somethin?” 


     She slapped her forehead as if overcome with amazement. “Of course, it’s Saturday!  No school on Saturday. But I have to work on Saturday.” 


     “Whacha doin?” Maurice asked her. “Wha kinda work?” 


     “Looking for the bad guy who came up here and hurt someone,” she ventured, wondering how far to go with the child. 


     Maurice was quiet for a minute. “He had a cool hat,” the boy said. “Brown hat. He skeered me.” 


     She felt the jolt in her stomach. “Who had a brown hat, Maurice?” 


     “That man who come up here,” he replied absently, suddenly distracted by a skinny tomcat that slid by them headed downstairs to the fourth floor. 


     Could it be, she wondered, that this kid had seen the man who violated and killed two young women? 


     “Maurice, I need you to listen real good,” she said quietly. “Can you tell me what that man looked like? Was he tall or short?” 


     “Like you,” the boy said. “He like you.” 


     “He was he a white man, Maurice? Did you see a white man in a brown hat come up here?” 


     “Yeah. I gotta go. My mama get mad,” he said, turning and running down the stairs, back to the second floor apartment where he lived. 


     “Maurice, wait,” she called desperately. “Don’t run away.” 


     The boy was gone. Maude thought about chasing after him, but she felt movement behind her, and a hard slam on the back of her head. Her knees weakened and her lights went out as she fell toward onto the filthy carpet. Blackness came, and nothing else. 


     “Ma’am, ma’am, ma’am,” the voice droned on so loud it hurt her ears, filled her sinuses with water. A cough started in the lower part of her chest.  


     “Ma’am, are you alright?” Someone asked.  “Are you hurt?”  Maude lay still, coming to her senses, waiting for the inner fog to clear. 


     “I need a cigarette,” she said, rising on one elbow. “Oh, my head!  Someone hit me. Felt like a sap as big as a hammer. Coward got me from behind,” Maude complained, not caring who was beside her. She finally looked up through bleary eyes and saw a dark-haired man in his late twenties. Green eyes and a puckish smile lit up his face. A police shield was attached to the pocket of his light blue shirt. 


     “You’re alive. I was wondering if you were coming back.” 


     “Who are you?” She asked groggily. “And why are you so dang cheerful?” 


     “Name is Joseph Conrad Allen, ma’am, but you can call me Joe,” the young man said, reaching under Maude’s arms to lift her to a sitting position. 


     “I found you like this,” Joe said, “laid out on the carpet. You have a big lump on the back of your head. Want to go to the hospital?” he continued without taking a breath.  


     “Slow down and light my cigarette,” she muttered gruffly. “If we’re talking about what I want.  I’m going to sit on the stairs over there and rest myself for a minute, choking my lungs with smoke while you tell me who you are, and why you’re standing at the door of my crime scene.” 


     “Yes ma’am, I sure will,” he said quickly. “Lieutenant Patterson put me on homicide detail yesterday, but I didn’t get to leave my other post until late last night. He said I would be working with you, and for me to show up here last night, but I couldn’t, so here I am today. It seems I came along just in time.” 


     “Slow down,” Maude said, letting the soothing smoke fill her nostrils as she rubbed the goose egg on the back of her head and crawled to the stair landing. “Joe, if you call me ma’am one more time, I’m going to pull my gun and shoot you,” she growled. 


     “Oh, okay, ma’am...uh Detective Rogers,” the young man managed to get out. 


     “Just Maude to you,” she said. “I can’t believe the creep got me in broad daylight. He must have been trying to get out of the building, maybe took the kid with him.” 


     She thought about Maurice, wondering if he was okay, or if the perp had even seen the kid talking to her. Again, maybe the sap-wielding scum had nothing to do with Maurice’s family.  


     From her position on the stairs, she looked around, wondering how the person who hit her managed to get behind her. Where was he? Where had he been? There were ten small apartments on the fifth floor, two of them closed off with yellow tape and police locks. That left eight places where the sneak could have hidden. She got on her cell phone and called dispatch, asking for a couple of street cops to search the fifth floor. The Saturday supervisor was reluctant to help, saying his division was short on personnel and it would be difficult. After Maude explained what had happened and the immediacy of the need, she got a better reception. He said an officer would be there soon. 


     “Okay,” he said. “Sorry. It’ll take a few minutes but someone will be there. Do you need an ambulance?” 


     “No, I’m okay,” she told him as she pushed the button to disconnect. 


     “Joe, do me a favor, will you? Go down to the second floor and check out the last apartment on the south end. I think it was 209. Make sure the kid is okay. He’s about six, light skin, cute, likes to play with balls. Come back and tell me.” 


     She sat quietly after Joe left, wondering about her new partner and what experience he had. Maude was tired of breaking in rookies and really hoped this time she had drawn a man with some experience. She sighed loudly, accepting her lot, knowing that a good partner was hard to find. Sometimes you couldn’t get along with the person sitting next to you in a car.  


     Personality clashes were baloney. Maude was beyond caring what other cops thought about her. She did her job and expected them to do theirs, but it didn’t always work that way. Lazy partners who liked to sit on their behinds and let someone else do the legwork didn’t set well with her. So far this Joe guy had showed enough gumption to find her. Maybe he had something going. 


      After about ten minutes, Joe returned to find Maude hadn’t moved much, except to light another cigarette.  


     “Don’t you think you smoke too much?” He ventured, smiling. Not waiting for a reply, he continued. “No one in 209. Seems to me they got out pretty fast. I looked in. The door was left open, closets empty. The faucet was dripping at the sink and dishes about to get washed. You know, stacked, with the knives and forks separated. This ball was outside the door,” he added, showing Maude the same ball that the kid Maurice had been playing with earlier. 


     “We have to find the owner of this building,” Maude interrupted. “When we get some help, start knocking on doors till someone tells me what I need to know. Who is the kid and who does he live with? Where did they go so fast? Was someone after them or are they hiding? You know, Joe, the kid’s mama might be on the run. Just a thought, but Maurice got all tongue-tied when I asked about her. She might have gone running because there are police in the building.” 


     Ten minutes later the street cops and Joe were door-knocking, finding few people home. They got a name and phone number of the landlord from the old woman who lived on the third floor. Joe sat down on the stairs and shared information with Maude. 


     “Jackson Enterprises manages the place; here’s the phone number. Rent has to be mailed on the first of the month. No pay, no stay. They send a strong-arm around to scare the delinquents. She didn’t know the kid or his family. Want me to call?” He asked. “It’s a 1-800 number, maybe leave a message. Tell them to call you back, that it’s urgent.”  


     “First get in touch with dispatch and see if they can find a physical location,” Maude said haltingly, trying to remember where she had heard the name before. She flipped tobacco shreds off her tongue and took another drag. “Yeah,” she said, answering his first question. “I smoke too much.”  


     The street cops finished their rounds but found only a few people at home, just as the night before. Most of the doors opened into rooms that were empty and showed signs of long vacancies. 


     “The decent people moved out sometime back,” the woman on the third floor had told Detective Allen. 


     “That lady said the building used to be nice, but had become a ‘hit house’ about a year ago. Empty apartments were kept rented by a few tenants who lived somewhere else but collected their drugs and dough from the scum that shot up on the filthy floors of the apartments. The woman was old and alone, living on a small pension with chains and locks on her door, afraid to go out of her home, except in the daylight. She saw them come and go through her window, the sleazeballs and pushers with their hands full of bags. She said there was no other place for her to go, and guessed she would die there,” Joe said. 


      Maude made a decision to see her later, but first, something about 507  tugged at her, and needed checking on. Something she missed or forgot last night. 


     She sat on the stairs and reread the incident report she had written the night before. The finding of the body had been straightforward, open the door, catch the smell, an obvious lump under the covers. She took out her notebook and found an empty page. She wrote some thoughts about 507. It was too easy, planned, a setup. Did the perp who cut the women know the cops would be out looking for Almondera after he failed to show up for court? That maybe earlier or later, someone would be looking to arrest the man? 


     The second murder was also a puzzle with the pieces scattered. The murderer duplicated the arterial cuts and arranged the same positioning in the bed under a just alike coverlet; the bloodletting was intense and  savage. The missing breast tissue, was it a statement? What was his purpose in recreating the first murder? What were his motives? 


     Maude wrote it all down as she thought it, knowing that later she would look back, and maybe find some answers. The process of investigation required studying the obvious, looking for clues that were hidden, mistakes made by criminals were often what solved cases. Sometimes it was just dumb luck on the investigators part. She hoped for some of that now. Her fear was that it wasn’t over, that the killer was not finished. That he had tasted murder and liked it. She believed firmly that the killer was a male--breast violations were seldom a woman’s touch.  


     Rising from the stairs took all her effort; the blow to her head had affected her balance, and left behind some dizziness. She thought if it got worse, she would go by the hospital on the way home and be seen by a doctor. Her head was hard, but the blow had been harder. Who knew? The kid’s caretaker might have attacked her to shut her up. There were too many variables to nail down any one motive for attacking her. 


     A description, though vague, was better than what they had before. She needed to find the boy. Her thinking was that he knew something to help find the man who had taken the lives of the young women, although they really needed identifications of the victims before any real questions could be answered. Frustration was telling on her.  


     The lock on 507 opened easily. Clearing the yellow tape away allowed the door to swing inside, but the carpet stuck to the bottom of the door and the hinges creaked stiffly from years of usage and neglect. Earlier she had found the door open, and didn’t notice it sticking. Inside the room, death’s smells still held sway over the ambient air. The odor of corrupt flesh would coat the walls and furniture for a long time to come. 


     Maude had brought her chest rub from the house and its sharp menthol fought against the pervasive odor, winning a little. She took out her notebook and scanned the same areas that were scrutinized the day before: the kitchen, the empty chair, the television. She walked to the small screen and turned the set on, watching for a minute as a cooking show host on the food network made potato pancakes and red velvet cake for dinner. Sounds good for another time, she thought. 


     The arms of the empty chair had a light coating of black powder, courtesy of the lab techs checking for prints. Maude glanced at the furniture label on the chair back, standard apartment supply. The small closet beside the chair had three wire hangers, but no clothing or boxes on the storage shelf above.  


     She slid the chair across to the closet and waited for Joe to arrive, intending to use his youthful flexibility to explore the area above the storage shelf. The closet hinges were stiff, the same as the front door. Maude figured that the windows allowed morning and night-time humidity which had caused rust and peeling paint. 


     The same held true when she moved the chair to the kitchen cabinets. They were as bad as the hinges on the door. Although the air conditioning unit pumped chilled air slowly into the room, most tenants probably opened their window to help with cooling and save money. That could also explain how the flies got at the bodies. 


     Looking out the solitary window from her elevated height, Maude could see that the glass opened outwards.  Five stories above the pavement, the two feet by three feet window was slick to the ground outside the building. Not even a hint of a balcony to hang onto. It was a sheer drop. The narrow sill was placed higher than standard windows because of child safety rules. The stairs within the building had been approved by the city as the necessary means of egress in an emergency. There was no outside metal fire escape.  


     Maude concentrated on that thought for a minute as she entered the small bathroom, taking more time today to look it over. She heard the front door open with its noticeable creak, and drew her weapon, hoping it was Joe coming in with good news about the landlord. It could also be the killer returning. 


     “Is that you, Joe?” she asked, waiting behind the bathroom door. “If it is, holler up and get in here.” 


     Joe’s dark hair showed up along with his “Yes ma’am, it’s me”, easing Maude’s tension.  


     She put the gun away but said “I guess you really do want me to shoot you.” 


     “Maude, I’m sorry. It’s my mama’s raising. Being polite to ladies was always important to her, so it might take me awhile to stop my good manners.” 


     Maude smiled to herself, understanding the young man. Her own grandmother had been the same. Yes ma’am and No ma’am were strictly enforced in the family. She hoped he had good news. 


     “Find out anything?” She asked. 


     “Real Estate records show that Jackson Enterprises of Austin, is a major player in the housing industry. No real owner, a consortium. Man named Alex Bathgate runs the day to day business, a hard man to catch up with.” Joe shook his head and continued, “The thing is, Jackson Enterprises has been skipping around federal court, avoiding consumer complaints of unsafe construction. There’ve been renter accidents with such as patios falling down, and ceilings crashing through onto the floor below. One person dead and some injuries. Got a bunch of big-time lawyers keeping them out of court, so, maybe we need to see for ourselves who runs the place.” 


     Maude thought for a minute. “Good idea,” she said. “Let me get with the boss in a while. Right now I need for you to stand in that chair and see what’s in the closet. See if it has a chase that goes to the roof. Our man may have used it for his entry or getaway.” 


     Joe hesitated. “Uh, Maude, I don’t like heights. They say I have acrophobia.  Do I have to do it?” 


     “Sorry Joe, but yeah, you do. I can’t bend my knees enough to get up there if it does lead anywhere. Besides, if it is what I think it is, you won’t know you’re up high, you’ll be inside some kind of tunnel.” Maude felt a little sympathy for the young man, but not as much as he would have liked. Part of the job, my young friend, she thought. If you weren’t here, I’d have to do it. 


     Leaving Joe to make his climb, Maude went directly to the bathroom. She noted that the shower was black from fingerprinting, adding to the black marks of dirt. If Almondera had lived in this dive, he never picked up a scrub brush or any other cleaning tool. She saw the bottle rings in the cabinet that had once held medications, but now was empty of anything but slivers of soap, and an old disposable razor. Maude looked at the razor closely, wondering how the techs missed it. There might be some DNA on the blade. At least it was something. She put the item in one of the envelopes from her pocket, hoping the killer had used the blade or handled the razor for some purpose. 


     Maude left the bathroom and went straight to the bed, or what was left of it. The mattress and coverlet were probably being tested for fluids. That could take several hours because of all the tenants who might have slept on the bed over time. Police work is slow, she thought, the work happens in real time, not like the fast-paced television show results.  


     The dried blood had been scraped from the floor, more evidence of the lab’s work, but the odors of death were still strong on the bed frame and throughout the room. Maude found nothing more of interest and returned to Joe, to see how he was getting on with his climb. 


     “You up there?” She yelled.  


     “Yes ma’am,” he returned. “There’s a kind of attic up here, not really an attic, more like a crawlspace. Kind of spooky.” 


     “Get some pictures so we can look at it later.” she yelled again, deciding to ignore the ma’am since she found out about his mother. “See anything up there?” 


     “Nothing, no, wait, there’s something ahead of me. Some white powder in a plastic bag, a fair amount.” 


     “Use gloves Joe”, she yelled. “Don’t foul it.” 


     “No ma’am,” he answered. “I won’t mess it up.”  


     “What else Joe, what else is up there?” She yelled again, her neck starting to hurt from holding her head up, looking at the top of the closet. 


     He didn’t answer, all she got back was shuffling above her head, and an ‘ouch’.  


     “What’s the matter Joe, are you hurt?” 


     “No ma’am, I bumped my head against a metal pipe. This crawlspace goes out onto the roof. Want me to follow it?”   


     “Yes, but be careful. The man who killed those women might have used that way out of the building, and left that piece of evidence in his hurry to get away.” 


     Maude glanced at the chair in front of the closet, realizing she had no other choice but to follow her trainee. Or at least, she thought she was training him; could be the lieutenant was thinking of retraining her. Either way, she owed it to the young detective to cover his back. Stepping up into the empty chair was harder than it looked. Her knees rebelled, and began burning across the cap, threatening to buckle if she put her weight on them. Disregarding her physical pains, she secured her weapon and began climbing into the upper part of the closet, groaning with each movement. 


     “I really have to go back to the gym,’ she thought aloud. “I hope I don’t have cancer in my joints, hope it’s just arthritis.” The crawl space was small and tunnel like, but even though her legs were long, they were skinny, like her butt, so she didn’t get hung up in the small enclosure. 


     Joe was too quiet and she was worried. He hadn’t called to her for a while, not since he offered to climb to the roof. 


     “Hey, where are you,” she yelled. ”Are you alright? Just hold on and I’ll be right there.” His lack of response was bothering her, making her wonder if he had been really hurt. The tunnel she crawled through housed some of the wiring for the building, and the ductwork of the air conditioner. She removed her flashlight from her belt, shining it ahead of her, brightening the way. The metal of the crawl space reflected the light back in her face, blinding her at times. Maude’s elbows were raw from the crawl; she wished for long sleeves instead of the tucked in tank top and over-shirt.  


     There was light ahead of her, independent of her flashlight, and she hoped it was sunlight on the roof. She didn’t see Joe, and hadn’t heard from him. Maybe he had climbed out already and was waiting for her.  


     Maude realized two things during the last five minutes of the crawl. One was that cigarette smoking was really messing with her breathing. The other was she really needed a cigarette. That epiphany only added to her desire to get out of the long, metal coffin. She was not yet ready to face the fact that she might be forced to go back through it to get out of the building. She had answered her own question though. Could a man travel back and forth through the crawl space carrying items with him to room 507? The answer was yes. It could be done. For a really motivated person it would be a simple task. 


     The tunnel opened onto the middle of the roof where it merged with other similar passageways. Maude crawled out, and stood, holding onto the metal pipe that led out of the opening. The area was covered with a metal top and sides, making it a small room of pipework and ductwork, protected by a door that opened outside. Inside the pipe room, opposite where she stood, was a set of metal stairs leading down and into the building. Later she would see that it connected with the main staircase through a large metal door attached to the building.  


     Anyone entering or exiting the building through that door could be observed by any of the residents. The room was unlocked, allowing unauthorized traffic inside. She looked for Joe, and not seeing him, decided he must be outside looking things over. Whatever happened, Maude decided, she was going down the stairs on the way back. 


     Besides the stairs, the room housed several lines of ductwork and tunnel-like crawlspaces. Maude marked the place she had just come through and then hurriedly began looking for her newly assigned partner. She found him just outside the door, lying on his side clinging to a vent pipe, bleeding from a large cut on his forehead.  


     “Joe,” she queried, “What happened?” 


     “Someone got me Maude, just as I was coming out the door. A tall man grabbed my arms, and began forcing me to the edge of the roof. I thought I was a goner.” 


     “Who was he? Did you see his face?”  


     “No”, Joe said sadly, “I didn’t see anything. I don’t know how he did it, but he cut me. I thought I was going over, but I held onto the vent pipe as tightly as I could until the blood started getting in my eyes, and I had to wipe them. He ran off while I was trying to get to my feet.” 


     “We need to get you to a hospital. I’m calling the medics. How do you feel about helicopters?” Maude asked him, pulling a handkerchief from his pants pocket. She knew he would have one, because his mother would have taught him to carry it. 


     ”Here,” she said, “hold this against your head to stop the bleeding.” 


     The young detective groaned with the thought of flying, of crashing into one of the high-rise buildings near the hospital, and bleeding to death, while the rotary blade plowed into a large picture window of someone’s office. He pressed the fabric of the handkerchief against his head and leaned back, waiting for the inevitable. 


     “I’m going to look around while we’re waiting on the bird. Relax Joe. Everybody has to die of something.” Maude saw her partner’s green eyes open wide with fear. “It’ll be okay, they hardly ever drop anyone.”  


     She had about five minutes before the helicopter would arrive from the city hospital, precious time to take another look at the rooftop, where Joe had fought his attacker and survived. There was little to see other than some old cigarette butts that might have been left by kids crawling from their sleeping places on a lark to meet with friends from the building. Some old soda cans lay faded and crushed against the north wall, blown there during a summertime wind. She saw light shoeprints on the dusty roof floor in the direction of the place where all the tunnels converged. 


     Before following the shoeprints to their destination, Maude took time to measure the length and width of the soles outlined in the dust, noting that the person who made them had passed through the metal doors beside the tunnel room. The same prints were light, but visible, on the landing of the one long staircase that served the building. The attacker had either left the building through the double doors leading to the parking lot, or else he had entered one of the apartments to conceal himself from his pursuers. 


     To surmise, the man had traveled to the roof through the fifth floor’s ductwork. It had to be someone who had access through one of the crawlspaces above one of the apartment’s closets. Maude had an idea but needed a little time to work it out. Groaning with the effort, she got down on her knees at the edge of the rooftop where Joe had indicated he almost went over. The view over the edge was frightening to her, but would have been terrifying to someone afraid of heights. It was troublesome to her that Joe’s attacker was so desperate in his need to escape he would attempt to throw a police officer off the five story roof to his death.  


     There might be fingerprints near the crawlspaces. Maude hoped that the attacker had screwed up and touched something with a thumb or finger. They might get lucky. She had notified the techs at the crime lab to send someone on the chopper. She needed a break. She was getting ticked off more and more at the unknown assailants who had attacked them.  


     The sound of the 911 helicopter was growing louder as Maude rose up from the flat roof and returned to her partner. The large gash on Joe’s head had stopped bleeding, but appeared to need stitches. 


     “I’m sorry about your first day, Joe.” Maude said. “Let’s hope it gets better tomorrow. There isn’t enough room on the bird for all of us.” He shot her a glance of concern. “Don’t worry,” she said, “I won’t be going back down the tunnel. My back and my elbows couldn’t handle another trip.”  


     While the lab tech was getting his equipment from the copter, Maude watched the EMT’s load her partner on a stretcher. His eyes were closed, and she hoped he would be alright. He had fortitude and was unusually good nature, the makings of a good partner. Waving a cheerful goodbye, Maude turned and followed the technician who was looking for clues that could identify the attacker. She pointed to the faint shoe prints and nodded, even though the circulation of the blade on the helicopter had disturbed the placement of evidence on the roof, including the dust that outlined the shoeprints. But at least she had taken pictures with her cell phone. They would be emailed to the crime lab later. 


     The top of the building was a rectangle, with large air conditioning units and boilers placed in several spots around the flat roof. Maude couldn’t see anything noteworthy about the building, couldn’t figure why anyone would be up there in the heat, hiding out. She hated the place. Joe had said he found some white powder in a bag in the crawlspace. She didn’t see it on her way out of the tunnel, so the attacker must have taken it with him.  


     The one piece of real evidence that had been found was gone. Maude’s brain was working overtime and coming up with nothing. All they had to show for the day’s work was her bump on the head and Joe’s injury.  


     She called the office and asked for an officer to be sent to search the street around the building. Hopefully, the bag of white powder had fallen from the roof and was still intact. 


     The tech was finished with his printing and photos, happy that he found one thumb print on the door. Maude hoped it wasn’t Joe’s.  


     “Let’s go,” she said to the tech. “I’ll drop you off downtown. See if you can get that print traced before quitting time.” 


     The door to the stairs was squeaky like everything else in the building. “Wait, just a minute, I need to check something,” she said, hurrying to the landing of the fifth floor. 


     Apartment 509 was still taped and locked; she hadn’t had time to get to her re-inspection of the inside before the long trip to the roof. Maude pulled her master key and removed the yellow tape as she turned the key in the big lock. The door swung open as she turned the knob. A close up look at the hinges on the door showed that they had been recently oiled. When she first found the door open and discovered the body, something had seemed different about the ease of entry into the room, as though the scene had been set for them to find. Maybe it was the murderer who oiled the hinges. 


     She called the tech to print the wood and the metal on the door. The lab man moved to comply and powdered the metal hinge on the door and anywhere there was wood near the hinges. He found one clear print near the bottom. Whoever had held the container of oil in one hand had needed to hold the door with the other hand to keep it from moving as he completed the job. Maude felt like shouting. At last, something in their favor. The killer might have slipped up! She wanted to find the man and kick his butt even if it made her knees hurt for a week. Some things were worth a little pain. 


     The scene in 509 had been familiar in its torture and death, but different because of the killer’s motive. Maude believed his fun had been in the duplication, and that worried her. She was thinking ahead to the next one. And there would be a next if she didn’t stop him. Chicago had taught her about his kind; the string of murders and mutilations had taught her how much the psycho loved killing.  


     She had fifteen years at the Chicago police department, a solid career, making more money than she did now in the smaller city. But it got to be too much. She had begun to feel a kinship with the victim’s families, to feel their disappointment when the leads ran out and she couldn’t bring the case to a righteous close.   


     Maude had talked to the police shrink outside the Cop Shop, away from the male detectives who might have overheard. The doctor reassured her that it was common for people to identify with the victims of violent crimes, but working in a police environment didn’t allow for such empathy. 


     The doctor’s suggestion had been that Maude leave Chicago and find another job, possibly away from police work, but since that option was out of the question, a change of scenery might be the next best choice. Maude’s love for police work was too all-encompassing for her to leave it for another career. It was then that she went back to Madison. She had some trouble getting work at the police department, but in the end, they hired her a week after she moved back into her mother’s house. 


    

      


    


  




  

     Chapter 3 


     The serial killer who had terrorized Chicago on Maude’s last watch was never caught. Four young women were slaughtered over a period of six months, their hearts cut away and removed from their bodies. Later, a local Chicago steak house owner opened one of four unfamiliar boxes delivered to his kitchen. His staff called for an ambulance and the police at the sight of the human heart frozen in a bagful of blood. The bag was labeled with the victim’s name and the date of her death. 


     Inspectors of the other three boxes reported their contents to be identical in details. The packing boxes were plain cardboard with no prints or identifying marks on any surface inside the boxers. The delivery of the boxes had been pre-arranged by phone, the payment charged in the name of the first victim then paid for by cash sent in the mail. The shipping company had been very conscientious, delivering the frozen contents that were packed in dry ice directly to the address, without delay. The restaurant owner had to be hospitalized after he opened the box. His own heart took an unexpected dive and he fell to the floor. 


     Maude and her partner had caught the case from the beginning. He was the lead detective, and before it was over, had a bullet in his brain for the trouble. She was removed from the case because her boss thought she wasn’t a safe bet. After the transport of the frozen hearts, the FBI took the case away from the police department, but they never found the guy either. 


     Maude’s work had always been exemplary, but she was a woman, no longer young. Madison was no different from any number of cities that still held bias against women in control positions. It was okay to wear a uniform and write parking tickets if you were female, but not okay to work in homicide.  


     Now this; a new monster was frightening the young women of Madison. It was Chicago all over again, and Maude had a really bad feeling that history was repeating itself.  


     The trip to her house seemed longer than usual, and Maude’s butt was dragging by the time she got parked in the driveway. She had made a trip by the hospital to see about her partner, but staff there told her Joe had been released after the doc had put in a few stitches. While sitting in her car at the end of the long day’s activities, she was overwhelmed by exhaustion. 


     She leaned her head forward against the steering wheel just for a minute, feeling so tired she couldn’t get out of the car and go inside. The night had cooled, and a light breeze was blowing leaves across the yard. She could see them in the security light that shone from the porch. Her renter’s car was parked down the hill in the driveway, but Maude couldn’t see if a bike was on the porch.  


     Time had passed quickly during the last week and it occurred to Maude that Mary Ellen hadn’t been around at night. She hoped her renter wasn’t in some kind of trouble, or fighting with her roommate. She really liked the friendly girl, and would hate it if her sunny disposition changed because of grief or tension.   


     She fell asleep against the steering wheel, the bone-tiredness knocking her out while she was thinking about Mary Ellen. She jerked awake unaware of how long she had been sleeping, but her arms were numb from the elbows down.  The tingling in her hands was painful and she rubbed her fingers together to force blood into them. Her neck was stiff from the steering wheel’s hard plastic, and her numb fingers went automatically there to ease the pain. It was during those ministrations that Maude became aware of differences in the yard. She could no longer see leaves blowing, for darkness had set in. There was no light from the security fixture on the porch. She thought maybe the light bulb had burned out, but that made no sense. Only a few days earlier, she had stood on a chair and changed the bulb. 


     The security light on Mary Ann’s porch was also out, and darkness obscured the driveway down the hill. The flashlight on Maude’s belt was useless, with dead batteries after the long trip through the crawl space. The yard was dark, with the pathway to her front door hidden. Her gut told her that something had happened during the time she had sat in the car asleep, and it gave her the creeps. 


     This case is setting my nerves on edge, she thought. Bulbs go bad and that’s probably what happened. She made a mental note to go back to the hardware store and complain about shoddy merchandise. Starting her car and turning the headlights on made her feel better as the high beams lit everything about the front yard. She blinked a couple of times, adjusting to the light, and discovered that her porch had an item on it that wasn’t there when she first parked. 


     Without further hesitation she called the sheriff’s dispatch and reported suspicious activity at her residence, and to please send a patrol car as soon as possible. Dispatch said there was a vehicle within a half-mile of her, and she should just sit tight. As an afterthought, Maude called her new partner and asked him to come out to her house. 


     For someone else, sitting still might have been easy, but it was out of the question for Maude Rogers. Opening the door of her car she simultaneously pulled her weapon, and walked to the back of the vehicle, feeling her way where trees shadowed the yard. The street in front of her property suddenly lit up like daylight, when not only one car, but three showed up, and armed officers jumped out with lights and weapons pulled, yelling “Put the gun down, put the gun down!”  


     She stopped in her tracks and raised her hands, the large weapon in her right hand slowly falling onto the grass. She hoped there would be no accidental firing to explain. 


     “Hey,” she said, her voice squeaking a little with so many guns pointed at her backside.  “It’s me. I called you!” 


     After what seemed a long time, Maude heard one of the deputies ask for her identification. She indicated her shirt pocket where she kept her detective shield. One of the men, Officer J. Benworth reached around her after warning her to keep her hands up. He pulled her identification and then immediately apologized. 


     “Sorry. I didn’t know it was you, Detective Rogers.” 


     “Can I put my hands down now?” she asked. 


     “Oh, yeah, sure. What’s going on out here? You’re a long way from downtown.” 


     “My house security light went out while I was resting in my car. When I turned the headlights on and looked it over, I saw something on my porch that wasn’t there when I drove up. Seemed like a good time to call it in.” She tried to be as brief as possible, knowing that tomorrow the boys downtown were going to have a chuckle over Detective Rogers sleeping in her car and God knows what else. 


     “Listen, Officer Benworth, I need to see what’s in that package, so let’s get on with it.”  


     The white box with its red ribbon grew more visible as Maude and Bentworth walked. The scarlet threads appeared darker red in the harsh lights from the police vehicles. She felt a shiver run down her arms. 


     “Do you want the bomb squad?” Benworth asked. 


     “Sure, call them out. Not nearly enough guns here,” she said.  


     Maude waited for the men with the detectors and the iron suits to show up and test for explosives before she looked in the box. Joe Allen  arrived soon afterward, and the two of them went together to make sure Mary Ellen was okay. She hoped the girl had slept through the chaos of police cars filling the yard. A polite knock on the door of the rent house produced a grumpy man who appeared to be on the plus side of forty. He opened the door a crack and peered outside through bleary, sleep-filled eyes. 


     “I’m Maude Rogers, Mary Ellen’s landlord. Tell me your name, and then ask Mary Ellen to come to the door.” 


     “She isn’t here, she’s working late tonight at The Plaza,” the man said, stumbling over his words at the sight of the officers behind Maude.  “My name is Chris Cole, and I’m a friend of Mary Ellen’s. What’s wrong? I haven’t done anything.” 


     “What do you do, Mr. Cole?” she asked. 


     “Mostly I go to school, but I work as a courier to help pay for my tuition. To pay for my rent, I cook and keep the house clean.” 


     “Aren’t you a little old to be a full-time student Mr. Cole?” Maude asked. 


     “Why are you asking me all these questions? It’s my business,” Cole said, with an edge to his voice. 


     “You may be right, but Mr. Cole, you don’t have a lease on this house, and if you want to continue living here, you will answer the questions. What school do you attend?” Maude continued, unfazed by the man’s objections. 


     Cole named off the local community college, and showed his school identification, his eyes no longer bleary, but watchful. He said he had changed careers a couple of years back, and the extra education was necessary. He said that staying there had been Mary Ellen’s idea, and she didn’t tell him he needed to be on the lease. 


     “Were you out tonight?” Maude asked, a little less harshly. “Did you see anyone else around?” 


     “No, I was asleep,” he said angrily, “and unless you intend to arrest me for something, I’m going back to bed.” Cole began closing the door, but Maude put her foot out and caught the wood with her shoe.  


     “Mr. Cole, if I have any more questions I’ll call you to come downtown. See that you’re available,” she added, moving her foot out of the doorway. 


     The man nodded assent with his eyes on the floor. A moment later he slammed the door. 


     She made careful notes, determined to call her renter at the Plaza Restaurant where she had a second job. Mr. Chris Cole must require fancy foods and strong, house cleaning products, if Mary Ellen needed to work two jobs to keep him happy. Maude knew the young woman was in nursing school and also worked in the school dispensary as her first job, so she couldn’t have a very large income. Unable to change her first impression of the strange man, Maude decided she didn’t like Mary Ellen’s new friend. She wrote in her book to check him out later, but she didn’t indicate her dislike  for him. 


     The bomb squad arrived. Two men set up the robotic equipment, and the yard was quickly cleared of personnel as the two did their thing with the package on the porch. After a short time, she heard one of them gagging. He called to her.  


     “Detective, you need to see this. It isn’t a bomb,” the officer said, over his distress. “Best be gloved up ma’am.” 


     The white box with its pretty ribbon was open, revealing a grisly secret inside. Maude recoiled when she saw it. Missing flesh and nipple from one of the women in either Apartment 507 or 509 lay in the box, nestled in red paper, the garish bright color making the contents appear even more obscene. The skin had dried, but enough moisture remained in the tissue to produce the foul odor of decayed flesh.  


     Maude called the lab and told them to hustle out to her house after giving the address and directions. The box in all its white innocence was protected until the lab techs recorded what data could be found. She didn’t expect them to find evidence left by the perpetrator. The sick scum was also slick, and he wasn’t going to make a petty mistake like leaving his prints. The memory of Chicago was still fresh in Maude’s mind after thinking about it earlier in the day. She felt a flutter in her chest, a small jab that made her guts watery. She wondered if it was possible that the madman from the Windy City had found his way to Madison. After eight years, his trail was as cold as it ever would be. He had gotten away with it. The horrible murders of the four young single women in Chicago still burned Maude, as she remembered the pity she had felt for their families. Now she wondered if he had come crawling out from under his rock with a new game and wanted his old playmate.  


     She was sick at the thought and overcome with hatred for the cowardly scum. There were times Maude regretted the oaths she had taken to protect and serve.  


     There should have been a gleeful note in the box, a joyous description of the acts of murder and savagery, but no such greeting came with it. Only the bright-red gift paper and its foul contents were found. Police and sheriff’s officers finally left after searching Maude’s yard and the lots surrounding her. No suspicious persons had been seen or heard by residents. They took her statement, noting that she was a detective with the Madison Police Department, assigned to the Homicide Division.  


     The team of techs took the box away to the crime lab where the breast tissue and the container would be analyzed as they searched for evidence that might help in finding the killer of the two young women on East Avenue. Maude reminded them to take the bulb from her security light and check it for prints also. When all the law enforcement personnel had departed, Maude dropped into her recliner and fell asleep to dream of a man with blood on his hands that laughed at her, and intermittently called her name, telling her it was Chicago all over again, and he was back. 


    

      


    


  




  

     Chapter 4 


     The next morning found Maude in her chair needing three things:  a cigarette, to go pee and a shower. She groaned from the discomfort of lying in the recliner all night, wishing she had gone to bed instead. The night’s horror was still fresh in her memory, the box in its false gaiety a harbinger of worse things to come.  


     She considered the years before she could retire, and moaned a little in self-pity. Standing was difficult. Leaning on the arms of the chair, she pushed off as the recliner sat straight-up. It propelled her upwards, and forward, to a position where she could hobble off to the bathroom. Carrying  her pack of unfiltereds with her, Maude fingered one out, and lit it as she went.  


     Sitting down on the porcelain commode, she drained her night’s water and sighed with relief. Inhaling the first few puffs of the smoke, Maude pulled it gratefully into her lungs, and sat musing over the great taste of the first cigarette in the morning. She wondered if tobacco would be the cause of her death. 


     The phone stayed quiet, and Maude decided to enjoy the morning, hoping that it would remain a peaceful interlude. She decided against the shower, and chose instead to take a long soak in the garden tub she had splurged on last year. The jets from the tub soothed her soreness, easing the pain of arthritis from her knees. Sunday was the day she sometimes went to the little Baptist church a few miles from her house,  but after the restless night of wild dreams, she needed to rest and begin a plan to protect herself from the East Avenue murderer. 


     The sicko knows where I live, who my neighbors are and can watch me anytime he chooses, she thought, stretching her arms and legs above the water in the tub. She wondered why her life was so interesting to the killer, maybe it was just the luck of the draw. Maybe he chose her because she pulled both cases; first in Chicago, and now in Madison. He took a chance last night. He couldn’t have known she would fall asleep in her car, yet he had planned to leave her a big surprise for the next day, believing that she would enter her house, and then not go out again until the next morning. 


     “You may be slick and smart, but you have a fatal flaw, I think. Your ego might be your downfall,” she said aloud to the killer, wishing he was in hearing distance. 


     The day passed quickly, and before she knew it night had come back around. Mary Ellen hadn’t been over, even though she usually came by on her way to the restaurant where she put in late night hours. Maude had called the warrant section and asked the weekend clerk to run a check on Chris Cole. She put a rush on it because she didn’t trust the guy, and she didn’t want to think about Mary Ellen working to support a man of his age.  


     There were many young men who would appreciate a beautiful girl with ambition, or at least Maude liked to think so. She couldn’t help remembering her new partner and his politeness. She wondered if he was married, and how he and Mary Ellen would take to each other. At least Joe was younger than Chris Cole, and had a paying job. 


     Early Monday morning Maude woke feeling better than she had in a long time, crediting feeling good with the long soak she had taken on Sunday. Arthritis ran in her family. Her old man had it even though it didn’t kill him as she always hoped it would. 


     Daniel Hamilton was the first and the worst criminal in Maude’s life, a real he-man who believed in raising his daughter to be his property. His poking and prodding began when she was a little girl, and continued until she had the gumption one day to put his lights out with a stick of cord wood. She told him in no uncertain terms that she would kill him if he came at her one more time, and he better not ever tell her mother. The old pervert stayed around the house after that, watching her every move with fear in his eyes, but he never touched her again. One day, shortly before Maude went to Oklahoma to go to college the old man walked away and never tried to return to the house as his home. That was a Glory Hallelujah day in Maude’s and her mother’s life.  


     When Maude was forty-three, her mother was in the bathroom one morning, drying off from a shower and found a tiny lump in her right breast. She thought it was probably nothing, but she called Maude in Chicago and told her about it. Thus began the many trips from her mother’s house in Madison to the big cancer research hospital in Houston.  


     Chemotherapy has come a long way, Maude thought, because sixteen years ago, they weren’t so smart with it. Didn’t know as much or have the different kinds of treatments for breast cancer.  


     Grace lasted two years from the day she found the lump, with Maude in and out of Madison finding as much time as she could to get away from work and be with her mother. But it wasn’t enough. The cancer had grown in spite of the treatments, metastasizing in her other organs, finally settling in her mother’s wonderful brain. 


     Grace. Grace was both her mother’s name and the way she lived. She was a kind and loving woman, Maude thought, who deserved far more than the rotten pervert she married.  


     Grace had thought she could change him. There at the last, dying from cancer, she asked Maude to forgive her father for being like he was, and the harm he had done her. Maude said she would try, if it made her mother happy, but she lied. As long as the old man was alive, she knew she would hate him.  


     Her father came around once after Grace’s death, sniveling and wanting Maude’s forgiveness, but she told him to get off her property because her mother left it to her, and he could rot in hell for all she cared. She told him he wasn’t getting any validation or forgiveness from her. After all the years she might have wanted to see and hear about his change of heart, she just didn’t give a good crap now. He had waited much too late.  


     Coffee and a cigarette usually started Maude’s day. She never cared much for breakfast unless it was tacos or a piece of pecan pie. Grace had always made the best pies, the ones with crunchy pecan topping hiding the true delight of the sweet insides. 


     Maude decided on a protein bar to begin the day, knowing there would be little time later for lunch. She had to get to the station and report her last two days to the boss. The little notebook in her pocket was about full and needed transcribing into a couple of reports. It all came down to the paperwork. 


     The information on her desk concerned the recent murders, and the individual pages were stacked in order of their arrival. Fingerprints and dental were on the bottom of the stack with the rest on top. Maude glanced at the lab reports, interested in seeing them even though she knew what was written there: extensive dental work had been done on one of the women, but nothing was recorded in the United States. Records with requests had been sent to Interpol using FBI contact information. Maude hoped something would come from her requests. Her big fear was that the federal men would put two and two together, and try to take over her case. If there was even a hint of a connection with Chicago, they would grab it and Maude would be left in the background.  


     Yeah, I have an ego, she thought. 


     The clerical staff in homicide had two clerks, one named Alice, a friend of Maude’s. The other was an older man who didn’t like anyone, especially Maude. Several times during her friendship with Alice, Maude had requested her help in a report that needed finessing. She knew that Alice would be discreet when the request for help from Interpol was put on her desk. She hoped there were no bells sounding when the fingerprints and dental records were received. 


     Alice had knowledge of the fine-line between a request for help in an ordinary situation and an emergency cry from an organization in trouble.  That morning, Maude had asked her to make it an ordinary request for information, to keep a low profile. Cops and staff were pretty much in line about their feelings of doing all the legwork, and then having the federal cops strut their stuff, and claim the glory when the case was solved. Alice was glad to help out. 


     The coroner’s report was short and to the point. The cause of death appeared to be a six to ten inch blade with a slight curve near the end. The wounds on the victims’ necks were curved, not straight. The breasts had been removed with a six to ten inch tree saw blade, or other large serrated edge used for cutting hard wood or metals. The finding was due to the ragged edges of the cuts on the victims’ bodies. The extensive decay to the skin and tissue at the breast cavity made it difficult to be more definite about the type of weapon used, but a tree saw was named as most likely. The autopsy would show more in-depth information on the victims, possibly adding evidence needed to locate the killer, or killers. 


     Maude hoped to have an identification of the victims soon. Somewhere, someone might have cared about the women. That was always the worst part of the discovery of a dead body. The family had to be told of the death, and then questioned. No cop liked that job, but it was necessary, and sometimes proved to be enlightening. Many times the victim was killed by a family member, either accidentally, or because of quick violence brought on by any series of emotions. 


     Maude had been part of a family notification after her brother was found dead of a drug overdose soon after their mother died. During the grieving for her mother she was told the sad news of her only brother’s  drug overdose. Police had not suspected foul play or suicide as a reason. It had appeared to be an accidental death, but Maude felt it keenly. Her brother Leonard was two years younger, and had always blamed her for their father’s departure from the family. She had kept quiet about the old man and his perversions, choosing instead to let the boy believe the best about their father. She wished later that she had told him the full story. 


     There were two other cases on her desk from the past week’s line up of the poor and the dead. One was a homeless woman found strangled in City Park with a piece of electrical cord still wrapped around her neck. Her face was familiar to most of the downtown cops.  Diane Jones was often seen pushing a grocery store cart along the edge of the street, picking items from trash dumpsters. She would later take the stuff to the Thrift-for-Profit store on Ninth Street, and the proprietor would pay a few pennies for Jones’s treasures.  


     The woman had smoked cigars of any kind but didn’t pass up a long cigarette butt if there was one on the ground. Several times before, Maude had seen Jones sleeping on a makeshift bed just inside the park entry, near the cops’ beat. She felt it was safe to close her eyes with the patrolling officers nearby.  


     It rained the morning Jones was found dead. Her clothing and the mangled sheets and cardboard that were her meager bed were all drenched. It appeared that she had been asleep just before she died. Another of the homeless group found her lying there, and called to the cop who was returning from a patrol of the park.  


     The homicide desk was notified, and Maude made a quick trip by the crime scene. After the evidence-gatherers left, she made some notes and then left the scene, aware that the case would have to wait for her and Joe till Monday morning. 


     The cop who found the woman said that more than one homeless man had been present when he arrived and found Diane Jones, a black female approximately thirty-seven years old, lying dead in the fetal position near the park entrance. The cop was the initial investigator, and Maude needed to talk to him before she could get too far into the case. The officer ran a beat between Ninth and Baker most of the time. His hours presently were six to six, four days a week. Shouldn’t be too hard to locate him, she thought. 


     The other case had been open for two weeks. An old man named Clyde Davis had removed his clothing, climbed upon his sister’s roof, and began shouting, naming his sister as a captor who never let him get away from the house. He also said she had stolen his money. 


     The next morning the man was found on the lawn of the same house, his neck broken, with the bent end of a crowbar stuck firmly in his back. No prints were found on the crowbar, but a red bandana was located on the ground about ten feet from the victim. There was a chance it had been dropped by someone in a hurry, possibly the killer. The lab had the bandana. DNA tests were often slow to return after the information was sent out to another agency for processing; meanwhile, the owner of the red kerchief probably couldn’t be positively identified. 


     At the time of his death the victim was being treated for a mental disorder. He had previously lived in a halfway house until the facility released him to his physically handicapped sister. The woman was able to get about her property using an electric wheel chair, thus the State in its fogged wisdom believed she could care for her brother as well as herself. She drove a van with an electric lift, managing without help from others, only adding to the belief that she was more than capable. 


     The sister told the officer who questioned her that she and her brother had been arguing before he climbed to the roof of her house. She said his behavior had gone from bad to worse after his release from the halfway house, because he refused to take the medicine his doctor had prescribed. 


     Maude made a mental note to go see the sister herself and get a feel for the relationship between the siblings. Maybe she just got tired of his tantrums and fixed his wagon. It wouldn’t be the first time for it. She also needed to see the coroner about the cause of death. 


     The homicide detail had four detectives for the investigation of all suspicious, accidental, and family violence cases of serious bodily injury or death. You never knew when the bodily injury would become a cause of death.  


     Along with Maude, there were three men assigned to the section:  Lyman Eberhart, a tall man with a bald pate and very dark skin, Alfred Wheeler a short, rotund Irishman who was Eberhart’s partner, and now, Joe Allen.  


     Wheeler was a whiner, a fact well known by all the detectives and officers alike within the building. He was raised in California, but leaned heavily on his ethnicity when work was passed out, often complaining about his assignments. He could always find a way to bring his Irish in as a reason it was unfair.  


     Secretly everyone called him Fat Frieda. Wheeler had once made a crucial error and admitted to a man in personnel that his mother had named him Alfred instead of Frieda as she had intended had he been a girl. 


     One day a street cop had seen Wheeler buying two hotdogs and a sub sandwich for lunch. The cop told his buddies, “If no homicide cases get solved today, it’s Fat Frieda’s fault for eating so much he couldn’t get off his ass to investigate.”  


     Alfred’s partner was loyal enough to never employ the name, but he never objected when someone else did; so the name stuck. 


     Joe Allen, the other man assigned to homicide hadn’t made it to his desk yet. Maude thought maybe the boss had some info, so before looking at the rest of the reports on her desk, she did the obligatory two fingered knock on the glass door and went into his office. She told him she still had to write up the events of the day before. She said she had met her new partner and he seemed a little green, but okay. 


     “Where is he?” She asked. “Did I scare him off?” 


     “No, he’s down at Personnel fixing his papers for the new assignment, should be here by about ten. Tell me more about Saturday night. Are we finding out anything about this guy?”  


      James Patterson was a supervisor who liked to remain in the loop, but not close enough for the loop to become a noose and him hung by it. As long as Maude and his other detectives did their jobs he left them alone. 


     She was very careful of her wording, because one slip about Chicago would be enough for the boss to give the case to the Feds, believing it to be in everyone’s best interest. She explained about the box with the breast tissue that probably came from the crime scene at East Avenue, but said they would wait for the lab to compare tissue samples with both of the victims. She rushed through the part about someone turning off her security light, not wanting to bring his attention to the possibility that the killer might know her from an earlier time. 


     She spoke of the man at her rent house, and of the follow-up that was in process. Quickly, before he had time to digest all of what she had just said, Maude said that she had to get cracking because of the heavy workload she and Joe were looking at. She told him she was starting to feel overworked like Fat Frieda. 


     After Patterson ran her out of his office, Maude went immediately to see Alice for any news from Interpol, but there was nothing yet. She called the Medical Examiner’s office and made an appointment to be there by eleven o’clock, trusting that Joe would be back by then. The next thing she did was to call and set an appointment to interview Betty Ann Davis about her brother’s death.  


     It was going to be a very busy day. So far Maude was feeling good, no aches and pains that a few ibuprofen couldn’t fix.  Lately she had begun wondering if gastric cancer could be caused by the anti-inflammatories. Often as not, two of the pills were part of her breakfast, lunch, and dinner. She only took aspirin for headaches. 


     While she waited for Alice to talk to her, Maude looked down, and caught sight of her black boots, noticing they were scarred a little from wear and tear. She decided they were presentable enough for what she had to do. The M.E. certainly wouldn’t care.  


     Clothing was always an easy issue for Maude. She didn’t care for skirts or dresses, preferring long pants, especially jeans when she was off work, or when her bosses let her get away with wearing them to work. In lieu of jeans, she chose creased fitted slacks with front and back pockets, a wrinkle free, tucked-in blouse, and a winter or summer blazer, depending on the season.  She owned several blazers in various colors. 


     Her weapon was carried at the waist in a holster, no purse or handbag holster for her. She wanted to be ready to reach the weapon quickly if she needed it. All of her identification was in her coat’s breast pocket and was easily accessible. There were diamond studs in her ears, and a gold chain with a cross pendant around her neck. On her right hand she wore a simple gold ring without any adornment. The ring was very important to her. A sturdy wristwatch worn on the left hand completed her wardrobe.  


     Maude Rogers was an attractive woman, although she would never have agreed with anyone who said such a thing. The years had treated her attitude badly, but time had been kind to her skin, leaving few wrinkles to give away her age. Most people thought she looked below fifty.  


     The few people who were close knew some of her history-- she was once married to a man who went to Viet Nam and never returned. The letter had come to her as it came to so many women, informing her of her husband’s loss in one of the conflicts in a far-away country.  


     Maude was bitter toward the army and toward the world for a while. She had been married for three months when the army took her husband Paul away in his fine, starched uniform. They sent him back in a locked coffin with no access. They said his body was riddled with bullet holes, his face unrecognizable. The identification of the man she loved had been made from the dog tags around his neck. 


     She never remarried or became serious over any other man. Paul Rogers had been the love of her life. 


    

      


    


  




  

     Chapter 5 


     At about twenty minutes to ten, after completing the last of the morning’s reports, she was about to sign and initial all the pages when she spied her young partner’s bandaged head and big grin coming through the door. Maude couldn’t totally suppress a return smile even though she tried.  


     “Are you always this cheerful?” She asked him. “Or do I just make you happy? Well, never mind, I’m glad to see you made it through Saturday with nothing more than a few stitches.”   


     “Yes ma’am, they told me I was real lucky. Said the knife that old boy stuck me with nearly cut my eye out. I’d like about five minutes with him someday, just me and him on level ground.” Joe’s wish for revenge was pretty common among law enforcement officers who had been attacked, however; given the opportunity to get even with the attacker, the usual response was ‘he isn’t worth my job.’ Maude wasn’t worried that Joe might be a loose cannon looking to get even. 


     “So,” she sniped, “ready to go to work, or do you need some time to go straighten your shorts and have a good cry?”  


     “Sure,” he said with a straight face. “I’m ready. Let’s go.” 


     The Medical Examiner’s office was about four blocks from the station, located in the criminal justice building where most, if not all, the county offices were housed. The basement was devoted to the M.E. and the morgue with its cold-storage lockers and stainless steel tables.   


     Doctor Edward Keller, the pathologist who autopsied the victims of murder and suspicious deaths was also the coroner, filling a dual position in a small county. There was one assistant to the doctor, Theodore Hollingsworth, a forensics expert who had retired from the FBI and settled in Madison. Bored with retirement, he sought some part-time work in his field. He was keeping his hands in the business so to speak.  


     Holly, as he’d been christened by the detectives, was a man in his seventies with no sense of humor. He worked Monday, Wednesday, and Friday, allowing Doctor Keller to take time away from the office or appear in court to testify in local, state or federal cases. Today being Monday, Holly was in the office finishing up a dictation that he and the doc had done while autopsying a hit and run victim from a week earlier.  


     Because the victim had been involved in a political scandal during the last mayoral election, his family had demanded the autopsy, believing the man might have been drugged before walking across the street from a local restaurant and bar and being run down by an automobile. The family was disappointed at the results. No drugs of any kind were found in his stomach or in his blood.  


     Holly glanced up from his notes with a frown. “You’re late,” he said. 


     Maude looked down at her watch and agreed. “Yeah,” she said, “ten minutes past. Sorry.” 


     “Doctor Keller is not here today. What did you want?” He said. 


     Maude told him that she needed to know about time and cause of death in both of the two women who were found on East Avenue. He reminded her that the autopsy hadn’t been done yet. She told him she knew that but wanted his professional take on what might have happened. Maude knew that the county had a gold mine of information in Hollingsworth. The forensic scientist had spent an extensive amount of time in the federal labs, working in the FBI’s research and training center. She also knew that Holly had a large ego he kept under wraps when Doctor Keller was on duty. 


     Muttering under his breath, Holly took up the case notes and pretended to look them over. He had not misunderstood the admiration in Maude’s voice as she saluted his ability to read the outward tell-tale signs of a victim’s injuries. He was usually on the money and knew it.  


     “Well, now this is not official. We won’t know for sure until after the autopsy, but all signs point to a short blade with a curved end in the manner of a saber, the depth of the fatal injury appears to be over two and a half inches deep, almost severing the head from the body internally. The lack of trauma at the entry wound indicates very little force was used, therefore the blade would have been extremely sharp, possibly new steel, or a well-cared for older blade.  


     “There was circular bruising evidence at both victims’ ankles, indicating a restraint of sorts was attached for a period of time. As to time, we haven’t changed our ruling there: death occurred four to six days prior to the finding of the body. The decay of the soft tissue and damage caused by the maggot infestation indicate our previous estimation was correct.”  


     Maude thanked Holly for his help and agreed that the results of the autopsy would be the official word, but now she had a direction to go, an arrow on a sheet of paper saying “start here”. He seemed pleased that she appreciated his skills, and after muttering under his breath, he went back to the transcription he had been previously absorbed in, a tiny smile at the corner of his mouth. 


     Maude and Joe left the basement of the building with its cold sterile smells and returned to her patrol car.  


     “You should really insist on a better car.” Joe said. “This one must be ten years old.” 


     “Seven, and it still runs, a little shaky no doubt, but it gets us there,” she replied. 


     “So what do you think, Maude, are we going to get him?” Joe asked. 


     Maude thought for a minute, wondering how much she should tell her partner. He deserves to know the truth, but will he accept the idea of a killer from over eight years ago beginning all over in a small town? The thought seemed to be egocentric on her part, a grab for notoriety by attaching herself to the murderer. Then there was the need to know by the Feds. Would Joe feel inclined to pass any information along to those glory-grabbing pricks, and give up the rightful case that fell their way? Truth was, she didn’t know that much about Joe Allen. For all she knew, he might be hoping to work for them, maybe watching for openings to boost his own career. 


     Maude’s sense of fair play won out and she began the tale of the victims in Chicago and how she left it all behind after getting too personally involved with the families. She told Joe about the killer and how he had taunted the investigators at the last with his careless disposal of the young women’s frozen hearts. Owning her own mistakes even though she wasn’t the lead investigator, she accepted responsibility for letting the killer get away.  


     “Now,” she said, “I believe he’s back. Only his M.O., or modus operandi, has changed to a more savage display of contempt for human life.” 


     He likes what he does, she thought, not sharing the revelation with Joe. “Maybe we can use this knowledge to our advantage: look for cases since eight years ago--unsolved attacks on women in the Madison area, or on the route from Chicago to Madison.” She made a mental note to get with Alice back at the office. 


     Joe sat quietly, not asking questions, even though Maude could tell he wanted to know plenty. She saw his facial muscles tighten as she told about the men in suits in Chicago who pulled all her notes from the investigation, and locked both her and her new partner out of the loop. Maude took a breath and then talked about the box that was delivered to her house and what that meant. She told him her theory that the Chicago serial killer had pulled her in—that it wasn’t an accident she was involved. Joe nodded, agreeing. 


     “So, Joe, what do you want to do? Give it up? Take care of the rest of our workload, and let them have this?” Maude needed to know his feelings, needed to understand what to expect from this man who would become closer than a brother, covering her in the tough spots. 


     “Or, do you want to find the murdering scum that did this, before he does it again?” Maude continued. 


     “Do you think he will, Maude?” Joe asked “Do it again?” 


     “Yeah,” she said, “I’d bet on it.” 


     “Then let’s you and me stop him.” The sincerity in his voice was all she needed to hear. 


     Work went on in other areas, and she knew they had an appointment with Betty Ann Davis at two o’clock, also it was near lunchtime. Going to the morgue always made Maude hungry afterward. She supposed it was some deep psychological need for reassurance that she was still alive, even in a roomful of death. 


      A hamburger stand on Fifth Street catered to cops, the fry-cooks always made sure they got their food quickly, before duty called them away.  The food was good, and after enjoying her meal, Maude took her soda, intending to put Joe behind the wheel. 


     “You’re up,” she told him, rattling off the address as she pitched the key and stretched her long legs in the passenger seat. She had already filled him in on the details of the old man’s trip to the roof and subsequent death. “We’re seeing the sister.” 


     The street where Betty Ann Davis lived was in a low rent neighborhood. Government housing was mixed in with old, run-down rental property, appealing to people on fixed incomes paid by the federal government.  


     When they rolled into the driveway kids scattered off the street. Fear of the cops was evident in the way they grabbed their bicycles and headed anywhere but there. Kids did that in some places, more especially in low-rent neighborhoods. They figured nothing a cop had to say to them would be beneficial. They were usually right. 


     The lawn was lush, heavy green grass and weeds, badly in need of mowing grew high against broken sidewalks. Maude got out of the car and walked to the front door. She climbed the five steps to the landing with Joe right behind her. At the last minute, she sidled away and put Joe in the front. Shrugging, he flipped the door knocker and gave her a questioning side-glance. After a couple more knocks, they heard door locks and chains moving on the inside. Betty Ann Davis was prepared against intruders.  


     When the door opened, the first thing they saw was a large, red, motorized wheelchair. Operating the speed and direction control of the unit was a white-haired woman of about seventy-five. She appeared to have been crying, for her eyes were swollen and red.  


     “Yes?” The driver said to Joe.  “What do you want?” 


     “Police, ma’am,” he answered, showing her his identification. “We need to talk to you. We called this morning.” 


     “Oh yes,” she said, sniffling. “About Earl, my brother.” Tears gathered and fell in abundance, wetting her face and neck as she talked. 


     “I’m sorry ma’am,” Joe commiserated in his nicest voice and introduced himself and Maude. “We’re trying to find out what happened to him,” he said after the formalities. “May we come in?” he asked. 


     The door opening widened as the woman moved the scooter back and asked the two investigators inside.  


     “Come in,” she said, “it’s just so hard to believe that he’s gone.” Her sniffling continued as she allowed them to enter. 


     “We’ll give you a minute,” Maude said. “Meanwhile, do you mind if I use your ladies room?” 


     “No,” Betty Ann said, pointing to the left. “I don’t mind. It’s down the hall.” 


     Maude had decided to let Joe’s charms work their magic on Betty Ann and give her time to relax. Something about the woman’s tears bothered her. When the first officer on the scene wrote his report, he commented on the matter of fact manner in which the victim’s sister told of finding her brother in the front yard, dead, with the crowbar in his back. Now she was overcome with tears. Of course, it could have been the shock that made her appear unemotional to the officer, or it could be something else. Maude hoped Joe could gain the woman’s trust with his soft green eyes and sweet smile.  


     The bathroom was large, designed to accommodate the motorized chair. A shower lift was attached to a cable in the ceiling, its purpose obvious to Maude who had dealt with invalids in the past. She opened the medicine cabinet and stared into it, not knowing what she might find, maybe a bottle of ibuprofen. Her knees were starting to give her fits after climbing the steep house stairs. Muscle stiffness had begun across and under the kneecaps, a harbinger of greater pain to come. Maybe she could borrow some of the over-the-counter meds. Better not, she thought, passing it by.  


     Three bottles of a well-known pain medicine prescribed for Earl Davis were in the forefront of the cabinet. Maude wondered why three bottles, because all of them were nearly full. In the back of the cabinet were several bottles of generic anti-depressants, and they all appeared to contain a large supply of pills. That must be the medicine Betty Ann had spoken about, the ones her brother refused to take. 


     Maude returned to the room to hear her partner speaking softly to Betty Ann. She sat on the chair across the room from them, hoping to distance herself until the last minute, giving Joe enough time to break through the woman’s facade. Maude believed it to be false: the excessive grief, the tears timed to the knock on the door. Betty Ann was quite the actress, or so Maude thought. Not to say the woman wasn’t upset. Maude also believed she could be trying to misdirect their efforts. 


     Joe was about to ask Betty Ann a question when Maude interrupted with a question of her own. 


     “Betty Ann, who is the man that came to see you the day Earl died; the one who wore the red, neck bandana?” 


     Betty Ann stared at Maude, shocked by the question. “Why, what do you mean?” 


     “I’m talking about your man-friend, your gentleman caller, the guy who helps you in and out of the shower.” 


     “I don’t know what you’re saying,” the suspect replied, looking at Joe, silently begging for his help. 


     “Yes, you do know, Betty Ann,” Maude insisted. “On the night your brother died, someone was here, someone who heard you arguing with Earl, someone who saw your brother threatening you. That man tried to protect you. I need for you to tell me what happened--the truth, dear.” 


     Betty Ann sat straighter in her motorized chair. The tears stopped as her expression changed from sadness to despair. 


     “My brother was raging without his medications. He said he wouldn’t take the medicine from the doctor because it made him feel numb. Earl wanted to feel alive. He blamed me for his situation, and believed in his deranged mental state that I was trying to poison him.   


     “The night he died he was worse than usual, I tried to talk to him, to calm him, but nothing helped. My friend is a man I’ve known for many years. His name is Willy Johnson, and he is homeless, so he stays in one of the parks. He comes to see me every day, to help me with my shower, and some other things.” At that point Betty Ann lowered her eyes and blushed. Maude had no difficulty figuring out what the other things were. 


     “As Earl’s attitude worsened, he got meaner. He ran to my van and searched until he found the crowbar under the spare tire. I was scared, because he started waving it and making threats. He said he was going to kill me because I was evil, and wanted to hurt him. He believed it, Officer Allen,” she continued dully, looking at Joe.  


     “I don’t know why he went for the crowbar, who can understand what made him so crazy?” It was at this point that Maude interrupted again, wanting to give the woman her rightful dues. She quickly ran through the Miranda warning, making sure every legal path was cleared. Betty Ann shook her head, refusing the services of a lawyer, and continued with telling her story. 


     “Willy, my friend, saw Earl with the crowbar and tried to take it away, but Earl was mad-strong, and fought Willy for it. I saw what was happening, and wheeled myself between them. Earl dropped the crowbar and came after me, wrapped his hands around my throat, and choked me. He was wild, his eyes bugged out. He was strong as an ox. 


     “I thought I was dead. Everything was going black. Willy was desperate, wanting to save me. He picked up the crowbar by the long end and started swinging it at Earl, but he was afraid of hitting me. Finally he got behind Earl and swung as hard as he could, driving it into my brother’s back. The blood started coming out of Earl’s mouth and he let me go when he felt the crowbar stuck in his back, but it was like he didn’t feel any pain, just knew it was there and didn’t like it.  


     “Willy was worried about me because I needed to breathe, but my throat was bruised, and I was gasping like a fish. I could feel my mouth opening and closing, but I wasn’t getting any air. Earl stumbled around and ran out the door, but it was dark outside and he fell off the porch steps on his head. Willy went out and tried to help him after he thought I was okay, but Earl crawled away and lay down on the grass. I finally got alright as you can see, but while I was trying to get my breath good, Earl was hurting real bad.  


     “I didn’t know how bad the crowbar hurt him. We should have called the police, but I was afraid Willy would go to jail because he’s homeless. I didn’t know Earl was going to die, I swear, I thought my brother had just gone away.” 


     Betty Ann stopped for a minute before continuing. Finally, she took a deep breath and went on. “Willy stayed with me for the rest of the night in case Earl tried anything else, but he never came back. He must have died during the night.” 


     The woman finally ran out of words.  


     Maude had been very still, not saying anything during Betty Ann’s monologue. Finally she cleared her throat and asked “Is that how Willy lost his handkerchief. Wiping your prints off the crowbar?”   


     Betty Ann nodded. “Yes, I had touched the crowbar, and Willy was once again protecting me.” 


     “Where is Willy now, Betty Ann?”  


     “He’s at the park, afraid to come back here. I miss him so much,” the old lady said tearfully. 


     Maude looked at Joe and nodded. “We need to pick him up.” 


     “What will happen to Willy?” the woman asked. 


     Maude took her time answering. “I can’t say, Betty Ann. We’ll talk to the district attorney. If the facts prove out the way you say, after the autopsy, he may get off on a self-defense plea. You should have called the police when it happened--then Earl might still be alive. For now, you must come to the station and make a formal statement. I can get a van to pick you up.” 


     “Okay,” Betty Ann acknowledged, once again concentrating on Joe. “I’ll get ready to go.” 


     When the woman left the room, Maude called downtown and requested a van for handicapped persons be sent to Betty Ann’s house. She called her lieutenant and reported to him before stepping outside to light a cigarette. Breathing the smoke in, she thought about the woman in the motorized chair, her life fractured by a brother she didn’t ask for who had been dumped on her. She thought about the man with no home who slept on newspapers and cardboard, his only joy a gray-haired, crippled lady who needed his help, and lived for his companionship. Then comes the brother, oblivious to reality, wanting his own piece of attention, he runs outside and gets a freaking crowbar to break up the two love birds. 


      Jeez, Maude thought as she inhaled her last puff, a crowbar in the back. I get em, don’t I? 




  




  

     Chapter 6 


     The trip back downtown was quiet, with Joe driving and Maude looking out the window, neither of them happy about the circumstances of the Earl Davis incident. More than likely, charges of murder one, or at least manslaughter, would be filed against Willy and Betty Ann because they let the old man die in the yard. No matter what happened, the fall-out was going to be disastrous for them both. 


     “So, how did you know?” Joe asked her. ”Was it something I missed?” 


     “Not really,” Maude replied. “I had a feeling about her after reading the responding officer’s report. Her crying seemed timed, not real. She knew we were coming.”  


     “The thing is,” she mused, “I know what it is to have a close relative who holds the family hostage with his behavior. That poor woman couldn’t get away from her brother. Everywhere she looked, there he was.” 


     Back at the station, congratulations came for solving the case, but Maude and Joe were quiet in return, both glad to see the puzzle together, but each disturbed by the final image. Few deaths were pretty in the final analysis. 


      The new little notebook in Maude’s pocket had its first few pages already filled with notes ready to transcribe, but she had one more follow- up to do. Alice was busy entering data into the computer as Maude walked into the clerical office. There were others that worked at similar jobs, but Alice was the one Maude sought out each time.  


     “Got a minute Alice?” She asked. Pulling up the extra chair from against the wall she continued,  “I need to run a check on a white male, approximately forty years old, five feet ten, brown hair, name is Chris Cole, Christopher Cole, to be exact. Madison resident. See what you find in local and national. If you don’t mind, I’ll sit and wait.”  


     “No problem. Shouldn’t take long, we aren’t busy today.” Alice said, her fingers clicking keys as she talked. 


     About five minutes passed before Maude heard the telex machine returning information from law enforcement agencies around the country. The paper showed five Chris Coles; two females and three white males. Each had minor offenses. One local male had a minor in possession charge from three years earlier. Christopher Douglas Cole: black male, current age 25 years and three months--6 feet tall, 180 pounds. Charge was minor in possession of marihuana, six months earlier. Last known address: 2231 Bradley Street, Madison, Texas. 


     Maude sat frozen as Alice read the address off the machine, 2231 Bradley--her address, Mary Ellen’s address. The moment was etched in her brain: the door opening, the sleepy-eyed man with disarrayed hair, the edge in his voice, a sound of indignity at being questioned. It was all so modulated, so planned. His intimate knowledge of the local school, of sweet Mary Ellen was unclean, a smear of filth on delicate porcelain.  


     How easily Maude had been pulled into the intricate weave of his trap, a trip back into time. Ten years ago the murderer had left his mark in a terrible way.  


     Maude had been a veteran cop, ten years on a beat, then the test for detective at Chicago PD. She aced it, once again the model student, always at the top of her class. The years she spent as a street cop had taught her about the evil that strangers do to one another, bar fights that ended with guns or knives taking lives, like little boys comparing the size of their penises to decide who was the biggest. The family violence cases were the sad ones; a husband who slew his wife for looking past him at another. Dead, she looked at no one, not even the kids who sat crying for their mama. 


     On the day of her fourth anniversary as a detective with Chicago PD, Maude and her senior partner Mason Aldridge, a long time veteran with the PD were sent on a welfare check. Dispatch had been called by a frantic mother who said her daughter was missing--the last time she had been seen was two weeks earlier. Mother thought daughter had been upset with her and had not returned her calls. Just being snippy, as young women were wont to be. Mother said at first, she didn’t think much about it, but after two weeks and no contact, Mother’s gut told her something had gone wrong with her child. 


     When Detective Aldridge, along with Maude, arrived at the address, they noticed signs of neglect. The grass had grown tall and mail overflowed in the in-coming box.  A sad-looking cat sat on the front stoop crying for her mistress. Both detectives pulled their weapons and approached the door, staying out of the line of fire from windows. Mason knocked on the door, politely at first, and then harder, sure to be heard by anyone inside.  


     Mason signaled to Maude that he was going in if the door was unlocked. They had worked together for three of the four years since Maude had been promoted to detective. They had also known each other earlier, when she was a beat cop, and he was in homicide. She knew his wife and kids. 


     Mason turned the knob and pushed it open as he flattened himself against the brick wall siding. A bullet coming from inside the door would probably miss him. Maude understood the tactic, and waited patiently with her weapon braced should a shot come at any time.  


     All was quiet, and both detectives knew there was a very serious problem--call it instinct, call it whatever you like--but they knew. Mason entered the house first, approaching cautiously, keeping the walls and heavy furniture between him and a possible shooter. Maude went through the door and made her way opposite Mason, a maneuver well-practiced by both of them. Still there was nothing.  


     Just as both the detectives were about to holster their weapons, a shot rang out from the back yard, the sound coming through the kitchen window. A micro-moment before the hit the red dot of a laser sight centered on Mason’s temple. She saw the dot focusing, but time messed with her. Things happened as in slow motion, and even as she called his name, it was too late. Her partner took the shot and was dead on his feet, the bullet-proof vest unable to save his life. 


     Maude fell to the floor beside Mason and searched him for a pulse that was no longer there. She eased her radio out of its pouch, watching the window all the while, and called the radio code for “Officer down”, giving the address. She further advised, “Caution, man with a gun”. Even though she knew Mason was dead, Maude requested an ambulance. She had seen enough dead bodies to know her partner was gone, but it was procedure.  


     She stayed low to the floor knowing the danger wasn’t over, and made her way in the shadows, putting the furnishings of the house between her and the shooter. The grief for her partner would wait. Her survival depended upon her ability to make it until help arrived. It seemed to take hours for the sirens to sound, and car doors to slam as men in uniform filled the street like a horde of locusts covering a field of grain. 


     Cops were everywhere, but the shooter was gone, his shell casings gone, the ground with his shoe prints intentionally stirred, erasing any solid piece of evidence. The ambulance came and took Mason away as cops lined up, waiting for the stretcher to pass. Many eyes were wet. 


     The crime lab techs showed up bursting with energy, determined to find any piece of evidence that would help make it right, but of course no one could make it right. A veteran cop was gone in the blink of an eye. If it could happen to him, it could happen to anyone.  


     Maude related the incident to her captain, who showed up before Mason was removed from the premises.  


     His jaw was set as he stated to all listening, “We’ll get this guy, whoever he is, we’ll find him,” he said. “I’ll put my best men on it.” 


     And that’s what he did, leaving Maude out of the loop. 


     The original welfare check had so far proven fruitless; there was no one in the house. Maude searched all the rooms after she was dismissed by the captain to carry on her duties. A patrol officer accompanied her throughout the house, searching for any sign of distress that might have made the resident leave.  


     Everything was spotless, even more than it should have been, considering the neglect outside. Both bedrooms had been stripped of bedding. Rugs were vacuumed, some freshly shampooed. The bathroom was disinfected, spotless also, all hairs removed from the drains with nothing left to give any leads. 


     The kitchen was the last to be searched; the orderly cabinets and sterilized sink were devoid of stains or evidence. Nothing was out of place. Once again everything was spotless, too clean. Something was terribly wrong. She crept to the small laundry room and found it crowded with a washer, dryer, and a large stand-up freezer. Why would a single woman need a large freezer? Maude reached for the door and opened it all the way.  


     The next thing she did was look at her watch to determine the exact time. She glanced at the officer who stood beside her with his mouth open and nodded that he should go get the boss. She took a minute to observe, puzzled by the scene before her. It was important that she preserve the image in her mind. 


     A youngish woman was frozen in an upright position, crowded into the largest part of the appliance. All shelving had been removed to accommodate her. Her arms were folded against her chest, her head bowed, her knees slightly bent. All was overcome by frost. The body was naked, and the ice that covered her was old, at least by several days. As the fluids in the woman’s body had frozen, a heavy coating of rime had covered her from head to foot. Across her chest, a long row of careful stitches repairing a long and deep incision could be faintly discerned through the frost. It would only be later, when the pathologist opened the body for autopsy that he would discover the victim’s heart was missing.  


     From the very first Maude had been saddened by the waste of life, the terrible theft of the young woman’s future. Her belly tied itself in knots when she considered the sick pervert who killed both the woman and Mason Aldridge. In Maude’s mind, there was no doubt the killer was one and the same. The shooting of her partner was territorial, the red dot of the sensor a mark of ownership, the piss of a predator who knows he rules that part of the jungle. Maude had raged inside with the desire to slash the sick pervert asunder, a primal wish to devastate the evil in him before it seeped out again into her city. 


     It happened three more times within three months, the killing, the plotting, and the gleeful set-ups of law enforcement officers. From each woman he killed, he took her heart, and sewed her chest back together afterwards. With each victim, the incisions and closures became less precise, as though his human desire for perfection was growing thinner and the animal part of him more savage. He had noticed Maude from the very first, sending her notes written with a soft lead pencil on elementary school paper. No smudges at first, then later his writing became slanted and erratic, but never careless. The notes were childlike, appealing to her for approval rather than condemnation. They made her shudder with revulsion. The newspapers never found out, or her life would have been on display. That was one good thing her chief did, he kept the notes under wraps. Finally they stopped coming. She never knew why he chose her, but she was glad when he stopped writing. 


     They had no real evidence; no one ever came forward with information that might have helped. It was as though the man did not exist on the same plane as the rest of the world. Maude became obsessed with finding him. She began contacting the victim’s families by phone, encouraging them, telling them that any day a break could come. And it did, but it was Maude who broke. Her supervisor had a phone call from the father of the first victim, asking him to stop Maude from calling. The man said it was too painful to go through it again and again. The FBI had already taken the case from Chicago PD, and the detectives in homicide had been told to let the feds do their jobs. Her supervisor insisted that she go to the department counselor and get over her preoccupation with the man the local media had named the Heartless Killer. 


     After the grisly delivery of the frozen hearts to the Chicago restaurant, Maude put in her letter, packed her bags and moved back to Madison, the place where her mother lived, the place where she and her mother and grandmother were born. 


    

      


    


  




  

     Chapter 7 


     When Maude left the clerical section, she quickly made her way back to homicide and burst through the door of the lieutenant’s office, explaining what she had discovered about Chris Cole. She told him the man who had met her at the door of her rent house was a white male, and the real Chris Cole was black. She also explained her concern for her renter’s welfare. 


     “Boss, it was him last night playing a game, pretending to be someone he’s not. It was all set up to show what a genius he is and what fools we are. And I fell for it, took him at his word, and all the time he was laughing at me, at us. We need to get some officers over there and call the crime lab to print the front door where the suspect stood holding the door knob trying to get rid of me. We have to find out if he has hurt Mary Ellen.” 


     “Get a warrant Maude. Even though you own the house, we need to have everything legal.” 


     “No warrant necessary, boss, it’s in my rent contract, I can go in anytime to check on the house if I believe my property’s been damaged.”      


     The trip to Mary Ellen’s was fast and rough, the old beat-up car bouncing Joe off the seat cushion at every pothole, its worn springs loose and useless. The ride had been silent except for radio traffic. When they  reached the house, Joe jumped out of the car and went around to Maude’s side, supporting whatever role she decided to take. She was grateful to have him nearby. 


     Three patrol cars, the van from the crime lab, and Maude’s unmarked car arrived at 2231 Bradley within fifteen minutes, and immediately officers surrounded the house with weapons drawn. A bullhorn in Maude’s hand amplified her command to ‘come out with your hands up’, but he wasn’t there. 


     The officers stationed around the house waited for her to make a move. She felt the pressure to end the standoff, to enter the house and answer her own questions. The door waited unopened, and in her need to get into the house she rushed forward placing herself out of the line of fire from inside. The knob turned easily opening the latch. She touched the side of the door and pushed, waiting while the gentle pressure from her touch swung the door inside. Joe had made it to the opposite side of the door ready to rush inside whenever she gave the word. 


     Caution was the name of the game because Maude remembered Mason Aldridge and the bullet that took him down so many years ago. The killer was twisted and enjoyed the shock value of his work, dismissing human life as unimportant except as a means to his own ends. He would maim and kill as it pleased him with no remorse. 


     They entered the house as a team, while the officers outside covered the back door and the windows, ever watchful for any sign of the man they sought. He was nowhere in sight. The forensics team was next in the door once the all clear sign went out. No one was allowed in, except the homicide detectives, and the lab techs. Maude wished she could be anywhere else other than among Mary Ellen’s possessions, about to enter the rooms where the young woman spent her most intimate hours. She felt like praying, like asking Divine intervention in Mary Ellen’s life but in her gut she knew her request to God had come too late.  


     The silence in the house was broken by Joe and Maude as they entered the bedroom doors. The spare bedroom was an office setup to accommodate Mary Ellen’s school work. Her desk contained her computer, and on the opposite side of the room, an easy chair had been added as an afterthought. The room appeared to be untouched by intruders other than a small note on the laptop’s power button that said, “Push Me”. Maude stared for a moment then motioned one of the techs toward the computer, indicating the need to print and photograph all of it, the note, the machine, and the desk. She moved on around the room, postponing the terror and the fear that her sweet renter, her friend, was the latest casualty of the diabolical fiend who took the lives of women and humiliated them long after they were dead.  


     The next bedroom waited but Maude balked at entering it at first, then steeled herself to whatever lay ahead. At first glance the room seemed in order. The bedcovers straightened, the floor clean just as Mary Ellen would have left it. Her housekeeping skills were always appreciated by Maude who was somewhat of a slob. Nothing seemed amiss until she glanced toward the bathroom. 


     About five years earlier there’d been a plumbing leak in the rent house and Maude had to call a plumber to fix it. He gave her the bad news that the pipes were old and crusted and needed to be replaced. Along with that bad news, he made it even worse with the estimated cost of the repairs.  


     She had thought about the room, and how old fashioned it was, with its small tub and low shower. While she was willing to spend the money for the repairs needed, she was more willing up the amount, and redo the whole room with modern facilities and new wall paint. Pristine white paint with a gold filigreed paper strip separated the walls from ceiling. Dingy flowered wallpaper from thirty years earlier was removed and replaced by bright, white paint. Mary Ellen had moved in soon after, and loved the clean lines of the new, high-sided tub, and gold accented towel racks. 


             As Maude searched for the clean whiteness of her renter’s bathroom, she thought for a minute that some crazy artist had been at it, designing once bare, white walls with a series of red-brown swathes and circles.   The lavatory was awash with the same paint and the mirror above reflected the sad and terrible color. Holding her breath, Maude hoped for the dizziness that follows a hallucination. She prayed for her vision to clear at any moment, but the foreign artwork remained.   


     The sparking shower stall was no longer recognizable, for in it and on it was the body and the blood of a black male who fit the description of the real Chris Cole. He was positioned for the greatest shock value. Maude turned her head away, feeling guilty for being glad it was the young man, and not Mary Ellen lying dead. 


     




  




  

     Chapter 8 


     He had taken the curly-haired man with a sap behind the ear. Pop, pop, twice for good measure, he walloped the unsuspecting man entering the house, key in hand. Oh he loved surprises! Especially when it was for someone else! The security lock had opened from the outside with a smooth shiny key he caressed in his pocket. It was cool inside the pocket, almost as cool as skin against skin. He giggled with a memory of the curly-haired man struggling against him, their bodies close together, so close. He re-pictured the moment when the dark-skinned chest had been splayed across the porcelain tub bottom, hands tightly tied behind him, buttocks in the air, his belly resting across the edge of the tub. 


     “The bathtub sides, oh thank you Mother, for buying the premium line!” 


     The modern high-sided tub with non-skid bottom was durable plastic over porcelain, and provided the perfect perch. His victim had lain helpless, his body jerking under his ministrations. The pillow on the floor in front of the tub was his, and he had rested his lower body upon it until that moment…   


     He remembered the position of the long legs: one tied to the porcelain commode, the other to a towel rack on the wall. He remembered 
Vivaldi playing at full volume, as he reached around the strong neck. Once again, he savored the moment. The old fashioned straight razor with its carefully honed edge had slithered along the corded neck and struck the jugular as easy as pie. Warm blood squirted, pulsing and coloring the white canvas in time with the crashing cymbals from the MP3 player. Oh, how he loved concerts! 


     Next came his artwork. Oh, and the paint, yes, the paint had been perfect, so much better than the dull white of the walls! The kid had used his gloves to paint the beautiful designs. She would like that. She would try to locate bits and pieces and finger prints, hoping to find him, but it wasn’t time yet. Under leather gloves he had worn a pair of good, rubber gloves also. What if the leather wasn’t enough! He had been fooling Mother for such a long time, and she must not find him. He laughed again as the fire in the big blue barrel burned both the leather and the rubber, as well as the booties that had covered his feet, the condom, and the clothes that were stripped from the curly-haired man. 


     “Tsk, tsk. Mustn’t leave any evidence,” he shouted, feeling so good that a few quick runs around the barrel seemed appropriate. “Mustn't take too long,” he sang. “There’s so much more to be done!” 


    

      


    


  




  

     Chapter 9 


     Joe had followed Maude through the front door of the house, determined to be there for her every minute. His liking for the older woman was equal to the respect he had for her knowledge and experience. She reminded him of every good cop he had ever known, and just a little of his grandmother. He knew sometimes she used his youth to her advantage, but it worked, and that’s what a team did. Today you get the chicken, and I get the feathers, but tomorrow it’s a different chicken.  


     The business with this killer was spooky. If Maude was right, and the Heartless Killer from Chicago had come to Texas, he had changed his M.O. Joe remembered reading about the killings when he was in training at the academy, and at least one lesson was taught about psychotic behavior in criminals. The instructor had used the Heartless Killer as an example.  


     ‘Generally they exhibit repetitive behavior-the killing is always for a deep personal reason-a brutal justification for a madman-and it was usually carelessness  or the desire to tell someone about the crimes  that ended the killing spree’. 


     Now this, the black male in the bathtub horribly murdered and apparently sexually assaulted. The killer had run the gamut of deviance. His crimes against the women were obviously hate-inspired, but the most recent one seemed to be for personal fulfillment. There was definitely a screw loose in the perp’s brain.  Also, Maude seemed very detached, and it worried Joe. She was off her game a little, maybe because she knew the girl and was afraid for her. Either way, it wasn’t the best way to go about police work. His job would be to make up for what his partner couldn’t do. 


     The techs were through in the first bedroom, the once tidy room now spotted with black powder. The computer monitor had been printed, but showed no tell-tale swirls. The button that commanded, “Push Me”, was waiting for Maude, as senior detective to look into the sick mind of the killer. Joe took notes recalling the incidents of the evening, from the beginning of his and Maude’s wild ride from the station to the house. His notes were short, and to the point. He was busy writing when Maude entered the room. Her face was haggard. The last few minutes she spent observing the body of the victim in the bathroom must have been hell, Joe thought. She nodded at Joe, indicating he should take a look. 


     Maude felt a sense of guilt, believing that the killer had bloodied the house to get her attention. The victim had been a convenient and pleasant diversion, but unimportant. Anyone would have served his purpose. The weight of that knowledge tugged at her shoulders and her spirit. A wave of overwhelming sadness rolled over her, quickly replaced with red hot rage. My God, she thought, am I losing my mind? Can all this really be happening? 


     The button that the killer wanted her to push was the computer on/off control, a small round switch below the screen.  She sat down to maintain her balance, knowing it was going to be very bad, that she would feel the pain the madman wanted for her. When the computer queued, a screensaver popped up, first a flash of red, then slowly it settled into a still shot, a close-up taken somewhere inside a dark cave. A small gas-operated generator was positioned at the edge of the photograph in a corner of the cave, pumping out electricity for the bright light that shined directly on Mary Ellen’s naked skin. Her goose-bumped flesh was highlighted by the harshness of an overhead bulb. Directly behind her was a tall backboard about six feet tall upon which two hooks were fastened. One held the end and the other, the beginning of a thick-linked chain. All slack had been removed as the length of chain wrapped twice--once beneath Mary Ellen’s breasts, and again, around her waist, biting into bare skin as it contained her. In a parody of compassion, a piece of bright red fabric had been folded once, and placed between Mary Ellen’s skin and the metal chain directly under her breasts. 


      An expression of pure terror was on the young woman’s face, her eyes wide open, the pupils dilated into black holes, but there was no blood showing. Her mouth was open in a silent scream, but whatever diabolical action the kidnapper had in store had not begun at the taking of the photograph.  


     A crude sign was placed in the forefront of the picture, clearly written with a black marker. It read, “5 hours from midnight, Mother.” Maude avoided looking into the soft brown eyes; the pain would be too big to put down once she embraced it. Mary Ellen’s body hung from the hooks, never quite touching the mound of dirt and small rocks an inch below her toes. 


     Nothing about the floor or the walls looked familiar, just a cave somewhere in the hills of Texas or so Maude assumed. The madman could have taken the young woman anywhere, but she believed it was one more cruel game in which she was a player, this time a central figure. For the life of her, nothing jumped out as to reason why she had been pulled so deeply into the intrigue. 


     Why her renter and friend? Why did he come to Texas to start his sick path of destruction? What was it about Maude that drew the fiend to her, seeking her out in his rampage? ‘Five hours from midnight’, what did that mean? Which midnight? Mother? Who was Mother? The victim in the bathtub had been dead for several hours, maybe even since last night. Did the killer mean something other than the time of night? Maude thought hard, what is the meaning? She lit another cigarette, wishing she had a slug of gin to make all the Heartless Killer hype easier to take. Her stomach growled. She couldn’t remember her last meal.  


     Jeez, what a mess. Patterson stood apart from the crowd that had gathered, deep in his own reverie. The screensaver had set them all back. Each person who viewed it spent some time in his or her own mental puzzle room, searching for the pieces that would make the picture clearer. So far no one had spoken up offering any ideas. Maude looked at Joe and wondered what he thought of his new detail.  


     The trip back to the station was long and thought-filled for Joe. One of the deputies who worked the area gave him a ride, a courtesy extended by the county sheriff who believed in cooperation among all agencies. The deputy talked most of the way, explaining how he got the call. He had been at the local hamburger joint when he heard the traffic over his radio and called the county dispatch to get an address.  


     “There hasn’t been much activity around the outskirts of Madison for the last three months. The last crime was the robbery of the local liquor store. A little action was too good to pass up, you understand. My buddy and me sit around and watch for out-of-county speeders who blow through the lights. Sometimes we pick up some drunks and take them to Madison overnight. We were wondering how the sheriff is going to handle this murder in his territory.” 


     Joe looked out the window of the county car that was six years newer than the city vehicle he and Maude drove-a testament to the allocation of tax money within the law enforcement division. Maude would have registered a disbelieving remark had she been the one in the passenger seat and no doubt, her thoughts would have been verbalized with some peppery language.  


     A search Joe had done for Maude produced a list of violent deaths in the city and county over the previous eight years. Most of the deaths were caused by situations of family-violence where one known party was guilty of some form of murder or assault resulting in the death of the victim. Most family violence offenders abused alcohol or drugs and often let jealousy come between them and their significant others. 


     Joe had no one waiting at home even though there had been at one time. Five years earlier he had been happily married, never once believing it would all end quickly and painfully. His wife and two kids had waited for him to come home every night. Sheila and he had been high school sweethearts, marrying early, bringing two boys into the world before Joe was twenty one. After he signed on as a technician for the Madison police, he discovered how much he loved the work and began taking night courses to improve his education. He was gone from home a lot, with both work and school, then one day he got home and she wasn’t there.  


     The baby sitter had said, “Mrs. Allen went out and will be back soon.” 


     Sheila came back home that night and announced her intention of leaving Joe and going to her mother’s place in California. She said she didn’t want to be married to a cop, and since Joe was studying hard to be one, she was leaving and taking the kids. She said he could have visitation privileges when he came to the west coast. 


     She had a friend who was a judge. She helped her make the transition easily from married woman to divorcee. The kids were three and five and missed their dad at first, crying on the phone that he should come home with them. Before the divorce Sheila had allowed daily phone calls, but after the judgment was decreed, she moved to the coast and shut down communication.  


     Currently, when he tried to call, Sheila would relay the message that the kids were at a play date and they could call him later, but the phone never rang. He had made several trips to California, usually frustrated at the small amount of time the children wanted to be with him. The little guy, Eric, was at an age where he forgot baby things every day, so forgetting his daddy was not out of line.  


     Joe’s mother Virginia was a quiet, happy woman who looked at life and saw silver linings in all clouds. She taught Joe to see the best in everything that happened, even in tragedy. When he lost his family, he wanted to dive into loneliness and heartbreak and stay there, but he soon found life too interesting to live in twenty-four hour gloom. 


     In the five years since Sheila had dumped him and moved away, Joe had done everything he could think of to get his wife back, but the truth was glaring. She didn’t love him and wanted her old single life. In California, her mother was available to sit with the children, and Sheila made the bar scenes as often as she could afford it. He had learned to accept it, even though the idea was offensive to him. He hoped that when the kids were older, they might want to visit him, maybe even live with him.  


     After the deputy dropped him off at the station, Joe decided to start on his report. The grisly scene at 2231 Bradley Street had to be written and then thought through later. Joe, like Maude was racking his brain about the killer’s meaning of ‘5 hours from midnight; however, Joe, unlike Maude, didn’t believe that Mary Ellen was still alive, waiting for someone to save her. The addition of the word, ‘Mother’, was both puzzling and upsetting in its illogical placement. Maude had been bewildered with the message, very disturbed that the person who took Mary Ellen would assume any kinship to her. 


     Joe’s assessment of the scene came from a compilation of case materials he had studied in his old position before making the move to homicide. Profiling had been part of his job with the criminal investigation team. He had begun as a research technician and studied to become a field officer. When the opening came in homicide, the cherished investigation detail, Joe had applied. His base of information and array of skills saw him through the testing procedure. Mostly he thought it was just dumb luck when the lieutenant over the squad called him with congratulations. It never occurred to him that his appointment could be part of a much bigger strategy, the displacement of Maude Rogers from her post in homicide and the Madison Police Department. 


     The phone sat idle. No calls had come in since Joe had been back in the office at the Cop Shop. He thought it odd because the evening phone traffic was usually fast and furious, but he was grateful for the quiet to write his reports. One of the clerks in the warrants section called over the hand-held radio and asked him to come to her office. She said she had found something interesting that he should probably see. She also said she had tried the phone, but kept getting a beeping sound as though there was a problem somewhere within the system. 


     Joe called on his cell phone and reported the office phone outage then quickly wound up his report and headed for the warrant section. The office ran with a limited amount of employees at night to keep expenses at a minimum. The night clerks took care of all the requests from officers for fingerprint results from the various agencies and entered the information in the appropriate data bases. Information found at night would be available in report form the first thing the next morning. 


     The fingerprint from the door hinge was a false lead, possibly planted by a criminal mind looking to extend the game. The owner of the print was a street punk who died the year before from a drug overdose. Joe was gratified that he had learned the truth rather than Maude who already had too many setbacks by the killer. Although it was not as easy as the television programs made it out to be, a print could be transferred from one object to another through careful manipulation. Still, he thought he would follow up a little more. 


     Joe Allen had been the go-to guy in CID for finding perps who managed to fly under the radar of standard police detecting. His abilities were honed by years of comparing the personality traits and behavioral aberrations of criminals to the average, or normal, man or woman. Give him a computer analysis program plus a little time, and often, a potential subject would emerge from Joe’s comparisons.  


     He decided to put some of his knowledge to work, recalling incidents since the two bodies were first found. Looking through all the notes he had taken, he found something that both he and Maude had missed. Without waiting for any more time to pass, he picked up the phone and dialed his partner’s number, expecting to find her asleep. 


    

      


    


  




  

     Chapter 10 


     Maude sat down on the steps outside her rent house, trying to put it all together. The sun had gone down a long time ago, and the sound of the crickets reminded her that the hottest part of summer was still to come. She thought about the killer and wondered again about his motives. She was tired, dog tired, but the fear for her friend Mary Ellen kept worrying her brain as she searched for some connection that would break through the maze built by the maddened predator. His strategy kept changing as the criminal acts he performed grew more bizarre.  


     Maude had no doubt that the sexual abuse of Chris Cole was inconsequential to the killer and that scared her more than anything he had done yet. The careful planning of the man was disintegrating into chance encounters that fulfilled the need of the moment, making him more psychotic. The detectives could not depend on the patterns that he had preset.  


     She didn’t follow the rest of them when they left the crime scene. Her exhaustion was overwhelming, demanding rest for her weary body. She knew that she should get up and go to work, follow up on some of the case leads, however flimsy, but she just couldn’t move. The picture of Mary Ellen kept spinning around in her head and she kept seeing the printed sign with its cryptic message. It made no sense.  


     Several cigarettes later found Maude in the same place of confusion. She hoped that Joe had found something in the reports on their desks, some obscure piece of information that might point them in the right direction. 


     The doors of her house were locked as she had left them, even though Maude knew that anyone wanting to enter could get in with minimal difficulty by breaking a window. Her bed called to her even louder than the gin bottle on the night table, sending her spiraling into a restless sleep only to toss and turn as the nightmares raced through her head. After about an hour in the bed she came wide awake, an idea running through her tired brain. A map, she needed a map with lines across and down. The urgency within her was stronger than her exhaustion, and she reached for the phone to call Joe, to run it by him. 


     “Joe, call me as soon as you can,” her message said, “I have an idea.” She heard the beeping on the phone as she pushed the off button. A message waited for her and listening to it she became agitated for Joe had called and said he had new information. She dialed the phone again, hoping that he had been busy, but was now available. Still there was no answer to her call.  


     Yelling out loud got rid of some of the frustration. Feeling a little better, she jumped in the shower, dressed quickly, and grabbed her cigarettes and vest, and some items from the closet. Buckling her holster belt around her waist, she left her house and headed toward the Cop Shop to locate her partner and some much-needed materials. On the way, a stop at an open-all-night fast food place loaded her down with two cups of black coffee and four tacos to go. She was suspicious of some fast food, believing that many of the food additives were cancer causing, but she was hungry enough to overlook it. Besides, she liked tacos with hot sauce any time of day or night and hated to cook. 


     The trip downtown went quickly. There was seldom any traffic at that time of night--another reason Maude couldn’t work the night shift. Not enough action to suit her. Around Fourth and Vine streets, she began to slow the car. There was plenty of parking in front of the shop and one of the spaces was close to the front door. Maude parked and entered the building, carrying the bag of food, headed for the homicide section. She breathed a sigh of relief when she saw Joe, asleep on the couch in the lieutenant’s office. She couldn’t imagine what reason had kept him there all night, but she was glad to see him. The opening of the heavy door was enough to wake him from his nap, and when Joe saw Maude coming in the room, he looked at her with bleary eyes, and shook his head, figuring he was dreaming.  


     “I fell asleep, didn’t mean to, just so tired.” Joe said. 


     “Why didn’t you go home and sleep in your own bed?” Maude asked, handing him half of the fast food. “We can’t work all day and all night too.” 


     “Then what are you doing here, Maude?” he asked. “For Pete’s sake, it’s in the middle of the night. You should be getting your rest.” 


     “You mean, because I’m old?” she asked with a smile. “I couldn’t sleep because of an idea I had. I need your help; my brain doesn’t work well with lines and numbers. Besides, you left me a message about something we had overlooked, and I wanted to know what it was.” 


     “Give me a minute,” Joe said, unwrapping one of his tacos. “Let me clear my head. Any coffee?”  


     Maude handed over a cup and gave him some time before she dove into her latest wild idea. Sitting with Joe, eating her makeshift dinner, Maude was getting more fidgety, thinking of Mary Ellen, wondering about the young woman’s welfare. There was little hope for a good end to the terrible scene she had witnessed on the computer, but she felt they needed to try everything possible to save her.  


     Time was against them, the longer the madman held his victim, the smaller the chance Mary Ellen would be alive, and in good health if they found her. Maude hated to think about her young friend’s mental condition if she was still alive. The terror in Mary Ellen’s eyes had spoken louder than words; the murderer had either done some terrible things to her already, or he had made known his intentions and frightened her horribly. Maude felt the weight of responsibility on her shoulders, for his violence was linked to the murders in Chicago, and she had been one of the cops who let him get away.  


     “Maude, I got to thinking,” Joe said, between bites. “Remember the bathrobe on the floor in 509? We got the blood tested, to see if it belonged to the victim, but I had a strong feeling that the perp wore it and some of the victim’s blood got on it before he pulled it off his body. The blood was analyzed and it belonged to the victim. We assumed the robe belonged to the victim. What if it was his? What if he was so arrogant that he slipped up? He could have been staying in that apartment for days, making himself comfortable, and forgot to clean up that one detail. I know it seems impossible that a killer usually so meticulous would make a critical error, but it happens.” Joe was eager to get it all out, to share his excitement with his partner.  


     “Call it in to the lab, tell them to find the robe and pick it clean. Maybe they already have, if so, we’re wasting a little time, but right now every possibility needs to be investigated.” Maude agreed with Joe, wondering why she hadn’t considered the robe herself. 


     “While we’re talking, I need for you to figure some numbers for me,” she said, headed to wall and a large Texas map. Pulling it down from its hanger, she laid it carefully on the table. 


     “Look Joe,” she began, leaning over the table.  “Here’s Madison on the map, so what if the ‘5 hours from midnight’ is referring to lines on the map? Is it possible for you to figure where we would end up if we used our location for the starting point? You know, those arcs mean something even if I don’t understand them, and if the killer wanted to really confuse us, he might just get some map making advice, and use longitude and latitude to stump us. I remember a short lesson I had when I first went to work for the P.D. but darned if I remember anything about it. Directions using right and left are hard enough for me to follow.” 


     “I need a protractor and a ruler. Do you think we can find one in the desk drawer?” Joe asked excitedly as he studied the map. Both detectives looked long and hard at one another, considering going into the lieutenant’s desk drawer. 


     “Maude, I’m going to run in the lab and borrow their tools. I’ll be right back,” Joe yelled over his shoulder. It appeared to her that the young detective didn’t like the idea of rifling his new boss’ desk, which was fine as long as she wasn’t the one doing the running. Besides, she needed a minute to stretch her back muscles after leaning over the table.  


     Her eyes burned from lack of sleep, and she needed a cigarette badly, neither of which she could take care of right then. The lieutenant would string her up if she smoked in his office. The thought of his face purpling with high dudgeon from smelling smoke residue in his office made her smile.  


     What the heck, she thought, lighting up, taking in a deep drag of nicotine and smoke. I can’t sleep. Might as well do what it takes to stay awake. 


     “‘The lab had what we needed,” Joe said, returning through the doorway. He stopped for a minute, surprised to see Maude puffing away in the boss’s office. “Living close to the edge?” He asked.  


     “Never mind that, let’s figure this out. See if it could work,” she said, looking around the room for something that would serve as an ashtray. 


     Joe checked the map, studying it intently.  He took the protractor and made some circles, biting his lower lip in concentration, nodding as he worked.  


     “Two degrees, that would be the same as five hours, and using the mile gauge, it would equal a circle about one hundred-fifteen miles across, so we look for known caves within a fifty-seven to fifty-eight mile radius of Madison. 


     “The biggest ones are in west Texas, at a place called Buena Vista, a tourist spot that was shut down a couple of years back. The reason I know about the area is that when my oldest boy was four years old, my wife and I took him to the caves, back before they were shut down.”   


     The whole time Joe was talking, Maude was taking notes in her book, already convinced of the need to follow through with his findings. It was worth a shot. Joe sat still, the map in front of him. “Are we going?” he asked.   


     “Just as soon as I can get the car gassed up. Not a long trip, but it’ll take about an hour. ” Maude said, half to herself and half to Joe. “I think we need to call ahead, and inform the cops in Buena Vista that we’re coming. Maybe they can give us a hand if there’s more than one group of caves to search. I’ll call the boss and give him heads up too.” 


    

      


    


  




  

     Chapter 11 


     The old car rattled and shook most of the way from Madison to Buena Vista, the doors leaking air around bad gaskets, making it difficult to cool the vehicle’s interior. Surprisingly, Joe noticed, the motor stayed true, revving when Maude put her foot in the carburetor just outside Madison.    


     Several deer stood alongside the deserted highway, itching to cross to the grass on the other side of the road. Using some kind of animal radar, they remained immobile, living through another night. Next to no human traffic met them on the highway, allowing for a quicker trip.  


     The detectives had picked up four cups of coffee and were busy slurping as Maude careened down the road, one hand on the wheel and the other on the cup. She wished for a third hand to hold a cigarette. Because the coffee was more important than smoking, she kept the cup close to her, but it would have been nice to have both. 


     Buena Vista was a small town, just a hole in the highway where a six room motel blinked a neon vacancy and a gas station advertised its price on a handwritten sign. A flashing yellow light lit up the side of the highway in front of a building where two sheriff patrol cars sat parked. Both cars were older than Maude’s. She couldn’t help feeling a kinship to the guys driving the beaters on the job every day. Chasing bad guys was a farce because they always had much newer and faster vehicles than the cops. 


     It was one o’clock in the morning, not too many people around, the streets totally deserted except for a newspaper delivery van, and a produce truck in front of the Piggly-Wiggly grocery store.  


     Parking the Madison City vehicle in front of the county office was easy with no traffic, but it would have been pretty simple anyway, given the amount of businesses in the small town.  


     The smells of old garbage and a recently dead skunk greeted the two detectives when they got out of the car, an odor combination that only a few can tolerate for long periods of time.  


     The door with the words, “Sheriff’s Office” was cracked in the bottom corner, not enough to cause it to shatter, just enough to make the place look really seedy. Lettering on the front of the glass was fading in some places, and scratched away in others, probably by bored or angry citizens who lounged against the door for too long. 


     Maude and Joe looked at one another, both thinking a similar thought. There were worse places to work than Madison, Texas. The man behind the desk was asleep in his chair, his legs propped on the desk, a line of drool running from mouth to shirt collar. An old-fashioned bell clanged against the glass when the heavy door moved to open, and the watchman behind the desk jerked awake as the two detectives entered. 


     The man in uniform had a name tag that labeled him Garrison, E, Deputy, Buena Vista County, Texas. The town, also named Buena Vista, was the county seat; the courthouse and jail would be located somewhere nearby. Maude figured most of the employees in town worked for the county seat offices in one job or another. It was the way of small towns where the economy was poor and the people even poorer. Seeing the two strangers, the deputy rose from the desk and leaned close to his weapon lying on a small stool next to the desk. 


     “M’help you?” He asked of them. “Ernest Garrison, Buena Vista Sheriff’s Department.” 


     His double chins quivered just a little at the sight of two strangers during the early morning hours. Such visits were very unusual and almost always boded no good. Ernest Garrison had been a county deputy since he turned thirty, first trying his hand on the rigs in and around Lubbock, and then returning to his hometown after a big fire on rig number seventeen nearly cooked his bacon. 


     The sheriff at that time was his daddy’s cousin, making it a little easier to get hired on as a deputy. Ernest had been on duty rain or shine for ten years, taking off work when the sheriff gave him permission. Usually the night shift was Ernest’s choice because nothing much happened after dark and sometimes, like tonight, he managed to catch a few winks. It was his bad luck that visitors had come calling during naptime. 


     Maude and Joe pulled their identification very slowly, not wanting to startle Ernest into filling his hand. The stars on their leather covers were shiny and bright, telling everyone looking that the two were Detectives/Homicide Division, Madison, Texas. Ernest was very impressed that anyone of any consequence would venture into his small town and even more surprised that they showed up at one o’clock in the morning. 


     He repeated, “M’help you? Sheriff Biden isn’t here. He comes on at seven if you want to wait.” 


     “Yes, you can help us, we need information, and it appears we came to the right man.” Maude said, looking into Ernest Garrison’s baby blue eyes. They were honest eyes, she could tell.  


     The big man’s chest expanded as he stood straighter, accepting the compliment without knowing why it was given. 


     “Come on in and sit down,” the deputy said. “Want coffee?” 


     The detectives both accepted the bitter stuff, grateful to have more caffeine to help keep them alert.  After they sat down at a small table close to the desk, Maude began asking about caves around the area. 


     “Which ones are still on the tours, which ones have been closed to people, and when were they closed?” She asked the deputy. She wished that the phone calls she made earlier to the county office had been answered, but all she had heard on the line was static. Now they were starting fresh with the deputy, after having wasted some valuable time, sitting and jawing instead of getting ropes and flashlights to explore the caves where Mary Ellen might still be alive. 


     “By the way,” she said, as an afterthought. “Your phone isn’t working.”  


     Ernest Garrison, Deputy, very proud of his job and the office of the sheriff, always tried to make a good impression on strangers. It was not held against the man that he was uneducated and overweight, nor that he slept on the job, for when the rubber hit the road, Ernest was your man. Just so, he began to draw out maps of the local area, indicating the series of caves that were still open to touring, and the ones that had been closed within the previous two years due to inactivity from the public.  


     Maude found his cooperation beneficial, but hoped there was at least one more man they could count on to offer assistance in searching for Mary Ellen. Sorrowfully, Ernest informed her that the police chief had resigned last year, and the only other person in law enforcement, besides the sheriff, who didn’t ever work nights, was the day-time deputy who was on vacation in Mes-i-co.   


     “When we need more help,” Ernest said, “the sheriff calls for the Highway Patrol to give us a hand.”  


     Using her cell phone to put in a call to the Cop Shop, Maude spoke to  Fat Frieda who had gone to work in the Friday pre-dawn  hours so he could get away early for a weekend trip. She asked if by chance the boss might have come in, but Frieda, ever the comedian and communicator, replied quickly.  


     “The Loo-ey is not here yet since it’s still night time. Why aren’t you asleep like the rest of the old people?” He chortled then at his own crude joke, and hung up the phone. 


     “Frieda hung up on me, “was all Maude could say, determined to have her revenge later, even though she knew that the detective would insist it had all been in good fun. The fact that she didn’t tell him she and Joe were out of town, ‘so how could he know it was important’, would solidify the reason for his capricious behavior. 


     “Well, Joe, it’s just you and me,” she said, mumbling under her breath.  


     “An’ me,” Ernest spoke up. “I’m going to lock up and go with y’all, but I’ll call and let the sheriff know where I am.” 


     Joe had been studying the printed brochures that Ernest had given them and thought he had located the place to start. 


     “We need to get some ropes so we don’t get lost,” he said, “and some flashlights, plus a hard hat would be good to keep from getting our skulls slapped by a low-hanging rock.” 


     Ernest was really excited then. “We have all that stuff! Last year we had some fellers out here looking to build a water slide, and they left all the stuff they used to go under the river.”  


     “What happened to the water slide?” Maude asked curiously. 


     “They just never came back to build it.” Ernest said sadly. 


     “Ernest, tell me about the river cave that’s about ten miles from here. The brochure says it was used by the Indians for council meetings because of size of the rooms and the cool temperatures.” 


     Joe was looking at the deputy, pointing to a picture on one of the pamphlets. ”Seems they closed this river cave off because the Sonora Caverns down south were getting all the tourist trade.” 


     “Yep, they shut that cave down ‘bout two years ago, just up and closed it. My kids liked going there cause of the river running under it. It’s kind of high in the air above the river bed.” 


     Joe turned a noticeable green at the Ernest’s last remark. “How high, Ernest?” he asked quietly. 


     “Fifty, seventy-five feet above the water; you got to climb a little ways and the cave goes back deep in hills. Not hard to get there though, got a trail that goes up to the main opening. It’s a little steep.” 


     “Seventy-five feet,” the young detective repeated to himself, his facial color changing to a slightly pinker hue. “I can do seventy-five feet, I hope.”  


     “I need some tennis shoes,” Maude said, “my boots will slide and I can’t chance falling,” she said, noticing that her remark about falling brought Joe’s color back down to a light shade of green. “Anyplace I can get a pair of women’s size ten?” 


     “Yessum, there are some shoes out to my house; my wife’s sister has big feet too,” the big man said innocently. Maude looked sharply at the man but found no insult in his words or attitude. The truth was, her feet were rather large although not as large as some her height. A five-feet-nine-inch frame needed a good size foot to keep from toppling over. 


     Ernest called the sheriff and left a message on his cell phone that he would be out of the office, assisting some out-of-town detectives, and he could be found at the Crystal River Caves. He gave Maude’s cell phone as a contact number because the office phones weren’t working. He said they would be at the office for about ten more minutes if the sheriff wanted to call. He never did, so Ernest figured it was okay to proceed. Maude thought it unconscionable that the deputy wasn’t provided with a mobile phone when he was on duty. 


     After a short while, Ernest gathered all the construction materials they required and loaded them in the back of his patrol car. Maude asked about batteries for the flashlights and found that the original batteries were still hot. She also told Ernest to make sure he brought his weapon and a shotgun just in case. The deputy hadn’t been told why they were going to the caves, he was just happy to be of assistance, never questioning the detective’s motives. For all he knew they were on a vendetta, and he was going along for the ride, and might be killed or maimed, but Ernest had been sitting behind that desk for so long he would have almost welcomed either outcome just to break the boredom.   


    

      


    


  




  

     Chapter 12 


     It was about two miles to Ernest’s house--a double wide parked on a small lot in a trailer park, surrounded by drooping flowers wilted by the August heat. There were lights on in the trailer, and Ernest jumped out of his county car, ran inside, and returned soon afterward with a pair of high-top tennis shoes covered with dried mud. He apologized for the condition of the shoes, but Maude was already busy beating the small clods of dried reddish-colored mud off the left shoe. She quickly pulled off her boots and put the shoes on over her socks, spilling dirt upon both front floor mats.  


     “They fit fine, Ernest,” she yelled to the deputy as he climbed back in his patrol car. “Much obliged for the use of them. Let’s go. We’ll follow you.”  


     At least once, Joe thought what they were doing was worse than foolish, but he went along with it all, hoping his partner’s experience would lead them down the right path. A rightful plan would have had them waiting till morning when there was light enough to see, but that would have meant several hours lost. Maude believed that every minute counted with Mary Ellen’s life.  


     The trip was uneventful, taking about twenty minutes to reach the park road that was sorrowfully neglected. A large sign read, Crystal River Caves Park, with a smaller sign posted underneath that added, Park Closed.  


     The gate to the park was unsecured, standing open as though blown by the wind, one board loose and dangling from the post. The signs of neglect were everywhere, from pot holes in the road to the waist-high grass beside the deserted buildings at the park entrance. Clearly, some park official had put the care and maintenance of Crystal River Caves Park on the back burner.  


     The road leading into the property followed a snake’s path with winding curves that were almost switchbacks, the small road growing steeper all the time. The park was deserted except for the car the detectives were following.  


     Maude was driving one handed, holding a cigarette with the other. The bright lights from the car’s console gave Joe a chance to study the woman assigned as his partner, and he could see the tiredness in her face. Lines around her mouth had deepened with sadness after the killer’s abduction of Mary Ellen. Joe hoped he would be helpful in the upcoming events, yet he was concerned that he might not be good enough at his job to support Maude. He turned his eyes away from her and stared out the window, trying to see something in the faint rays of moonlight, but there was nothing except shadows and darkness. 


     Ernest pulled his car up against a high mound of rocks and soil and parked, jumping out the door in his eagerness to get going on the chase, whatever it might be. Maude and Joe got out of their vehicle and stood with Ernest for a moment, briefing him on what they hoped to find. The man’s jaw dropped. 


     “My Lord, I thought we was chasing some dopers. I never woulda thought it might be murder or kidnapping way out here in the hills.”   


     “I’m sorry to have kept it from you this long, Ernest,” Maude said, “I wanted to be sure that you were with us. But before we go any further, I want you to know, it’s not too late to jump back in your car, and leave us out here. This is not your business, and yeah, we need your help, but I won’t think less of you if you decide to say adios.” 


     “No ma’am, Ernest Garrison may be just a ole sheriff’s deputy and dumb to boot, but the job needs to be done, and he’s your man.” 


     “You may be dumb Ernest, to go along with us on this wild trip in the dark, but you are one brave, fine man,” Maude finished. “Now what’s next, where do we go to get in the cave?” She was impatient, needing to get on with it, to see if their figuring was right and the killer had brought Mary Ellen to such a deserted hell-hole. 


     “Well ma’am, first, there is more than one cave, it’s kind of like a bunch of rooms connected one after the other back into the cliff.” Ernest began unloading the truck, getting the rope coiled for carrying, and the flashlights distributed.  


     “Oh yeah,” he said, “I brung a thermos of coffee, if you want it. These here are the caves they first opened in the eighties, not as big as some of them down at Sonora, but pretty durn big.” Ernest went on, “It’s pretty easy to get to, we have to cross over that gully over there, and then there’s a kind of rock ladder that the park people think was made by some real old people  used to live in the caves.” 


     ‘Well okay, let’s get after it Ernest,” Maude said. “We made a long trip over from Madison, and I’d like to get this done as soon possible.” 


     The gully turned out to be a twenty feet deep chasm, with a thirty foot long water pipe about fourteen inches in diameter running across it with no handrails of any kind. 


     “Sorry ma’am,” Ernest apologized, the moonlight shining on his round, friendly face. “There used to be a little walkway bridge and it weren’t any trouble at all to walk across. Seems like the park people don’t want anyone going over to that cave.” 


     “Maybe it isn’t the park people, Ernest. Maybe someone else moved that bridge,” Joe said cryptically. “Someone doesn’t want us down here. Maybe we should go back.” 


     “Joe, you alright?” Maude asked, walking ahead of him. “If you can follow up on the tail end and watch our backs, I’d be much obliged.” 


     Detective Allen felt his most primal fear about to overtake him. The dread of heights and no handrails was in many of his nightmares; walking along cliff edges and falling was a returning theme that left him dry-mouthed with an upset stomach when he awoke in the morning. 


     “I don’t know Maude. I’ll do my best. You got my mama’s phone number?” He asked worriedly.  “I’d appreciate it if you’d give her a call if anything happens to me.” 


     “Oh heck, Joe, you’re not going to fall. Just watch me and see where I put my feet.” 


     “Maude, I already can’t see where to walk. Watching you means I have to take my flashlight off the pipe, and then I won’t see where my feet are stepping!” The traumatized detective felt he was about to take a step over his death chasm. 


     “Wait a minute, Joe.” Maude said, turning around in the middle of the pipe, and walking back to the beginning where Joe stood. 


     “How did you do that?” Joe yelled. 


     “Just wait, Joe,” she said, getting behind him. “Ernest,” she yelled, “Come back here if you don’t mind.” 


     The big deputy had already reached the other side, but being an accommodating, light-on-his-feet man, he turned and walked back across the pipe. “Okay, now what?” he asked. 


     “We’re going to lead Joe across, you in the front, me in the back. Get that rope and tie it to our waists. Joe can’t help himself, it’s a paralyzing fear he has. This way if one of us falls, the other two can catch the one going over,” she added for Joe’s sake. 


     “Yes ma’am, but what are we supposed to hold onto if somebody is going over the edge?” Ernest whispered close to Maude. 


     “Shh. Hush Ernest,” she whispered with a frown, rolling her eyes toward her partner who was clearly trying to gather courage for the task ahead. “Now just a few steps Ernest, get us going, and Joe, you follow him. You’ll be fine. Just watch Ernest’s butt, and put your feet down real easy,” Maude said encouragingly. “And don’t look down.” 


     Gingerly, Joe took his first step, then the second, and Maude could hear his breath coming and going, wheezing with the effort to get air through his paralyzed lungs.  


     “Going good Joe, we’re almost there. Three more steps and you’re off this pipe,” Maude continued, trying to take the detective’s mind off his fear. 


     Ernest stepped off the pipe and Joe followed shortly after with Maude trailing along behind. She caught up and began unfastening the rope around her waist. 


     “Well that’s over with.” she said cheerfully. 


     “Until we have to go back,” Joe croaked, breathing deeply. His throat was scratchy after shallow breathing on the pipe walk. He sat down briefly to get more oxygen into his lungs. 


     “Oh,” Ernest said off-handedly, “We can walk across the county-highway bridge when we go back. About a hundred yards down yonder,” he said, pointing through a stand of cedar trees. 


     “Ernest, what’s going on? Why didn’t we go that way instead of this pipe-walking in the dark and scaring the heck out of Joe?” Maude asked quietly. 


     “Well, I guess we could have, but this was closer and we’re in a hurry.” Ernest said matter-of-factly, walking away toward a large mound that Maude believed to be near the river.  


     “I wouldn’t want to be you when Joe finds out about that,” Maude said, shaking her head, grinning a little at the deputy’s back. 


     The rest of the journey to the cave was easier, mostly on flat ground, with Ernest leading them toward a dark spot on the horizon. The moon had brightened as it rose higher in the sky, illuminating the path. They were all aware that they could be seen by anyone watching from above near the tops of the caves. Before long, Ernest arrived at a fenced in area where large flat rocks were stacked, creating a barrier to what appeared to be a tall jutting rock. Climbing over the barrier was easy, but the idea of scorpions and snakes in the dark worried Maude a little. Beyond the rock fence they found man-made steps cut deeply into the solid rock face, the treads smoothed with age. Park officials had built a series of hand holds to allow for climbing to the top which thankfully, was not more than fifteen feet off the ground. 


     Poor Joe, Maude thought to herself, he may be rethinking that profiling job he left. 


     “I think we should get ready, he may be here watching for us, waiting to knock us off this wall,” she whispered. “Be prepared. Joe you back there?” Maude whispered again.  “I’m depending on you. When I start up this wall, my knees may buckle, and I can’t do much.” 


     “Yeah, Maude, I got it. I’ll be alright. Sorry about that pipe thing. Don’t know what came over me.” Joe was upset that he couldn’t conquer the old fear that ran so deep. Positioning his weapon where it could be easily retrieved, he started up the wall behind Maude, once again trailing behind. 


     They reached the top of the wall without incident and breached the natural opening in the apex of the great rock with little effort. There was no sign of human traffic in the dust, though cat tracks were plentiful and gave Maude pause. Mountain lions could be fierce when their dens were threatened. A feeling of disappointment washed over her. There were no signs of human occupation, and the place didn’t feel like a crime scene.  


     A detective was first trained as a peace officer, responsible to the victims of crime, no matter how great or small the incident. Those who forgot what they had been taught washed out after a while, or went across the line to the other side. A few lasted in the job, but their sour attitudes about duty weren’t tolerated by good cops. Maude and Joe were good cops who became detectives. The empty cave was a responsibility, and no matter how badly Maude wanted to leave it, and continue the hunt, she had an obligation to thoroughly search the area, and then log it as a false lead. That took valuable time, but it had to be done. 


     Flashlights and ropes were a necessity for entering a hole in the ground, no matter how high or how low the location. The rooms of Cave-A extended approximately one hundred feet through open areas, burrowing on for unknown depths to the river below. There was no sign of life in those rooms, only animal tracks, some old and some more recent. Maude was glad it was summer time, for most denning animals were still active. There would have been hell to pay if Maude Rogers had walked in on a family of mountain cats. Her natural fear of wild animals was intensified because unlike many women she knew, Maude didn’t like cats of any sort.  


     After the obligatory search was done, Maude’s instincts were proven right, but even so, the night had progressed and Mary Ellen was still missing. Quickly gathering their equipment together, the detectives led by Deputy Ernest Garrison departed the scene without further ado. 


    

      


    


  




  

     Chapter 13 


     The trip across the county bridge was fast and painless. Joe had forgiven Ernest for forcing him to walk across the water-pipe in the dark, putting it down to experience. Henceforth he would always ask Ernest to specify if there was any other way of accomplishing a task, because the deputy tended at times to take the hard route. 


     The detectives outfitted themselves with the rest of the equipment, not forgetting hard hats as they readied themselves for another walk. Ernest told them that the next trek was about a hundred feet from the end of the road where the truck was parked. The path would wind around the cliff, allowing a gentle ascent. He told them that they needed to be very careful as they got closer to the water, because the rocks could be loose and might fall into the river. They should be on their guard to not slide down into the water with the scree at the base of the cliff. Ernest said he remembered that word from one of his and the kid’s trips to the caves when the park ranger was leading, giving a tour. Maude nodded, and then followed Ernest. Joe came along as a reluctant third, his fear of heights not lessened with time. 


     The path was overgrown although there were spots in the grass that were stamped down by deer or other animals that prowled along the river. The sound of rushing water was louder with each step, an indication they were taking the right trail. Maude wished there was more natural light for the moon’s pale illumination created shadows where the trees overcast the trail. The flashlight’s beam covered the walking path, eliminating missteps, but she worried that the old batteries wouldn’t last long enough. A few light clouds passed over the moon, and the night sounds of the local wildlife intensified as the light ebbed. A whippoorwill’s plaintive call echoed throughout the forested area over and over. Locusts rubbed skinny legs against winged bodies in an airborne, moonlight opera; the repetitive hoot of an adult owl in hunt the diva in the arboreal performance. The surreal backdrop of the cliffs in the distance created a chill in the air not brought on by ambient weather.  


     Joe was holding up, taking the path and its rocky surface one step at a time, grabbing bushes or tree limbs as he walked to help steady his forward motion.  He noticed the steepness of the incline had increased and at some places they were walking at almost forty-five degrees. All three law enforcement officers had grown silent as they moved closer to the entrance of the cave. 


     If the killer waited inside for them, he must not know the progress of their approach.  At one point Ernest was spooked by some sound, for he lifted his shotgun to a more usable position and waited for a minute before continuing. They had tied the ropes around themselves as the path began its climb, the safety line attached from one to the next, with less chance of a slip and fall. Joe was especially grateful for the rope.  


     Maude thought about the place they were going, wondering how the park was run when it was on-line. Surely there had been safety barriers along the path to assist travelers climbing the hill-otherwise the Parks Department could have been responsible for falls. There must have been posts with rope tied between them, handholds for the weaker ones who made the trek to the caves. She was beginning to see why the tourists quit coming to the cave. There was too great a feeling of danger for the sightseer on the rocky path. The place was, however, the perfect spot for a nefarious criminal who lived to create chaos. Her cop instincts were sounding in her gut, they were on the right track. 


     Ernest started to say something, but Maude shushed him. 


     “Quiet,” she whispered, touching the deputy on the shoulder. Joe was alerted also, feeling the presence of evil’s work somewhere ahead of them. The big man nodded and pointed to a dark spot off to the left. Keeping his flashlight trained on the ground beside him extinguished the long shine. 


     Both detectives understood that the cave entrance was just ahead, and sought to catch their breath, to prepare for a possible ordeal.  Maude and Joe both wanted desperately to catch the killer off-guard and take him back to Madison with them, where he could be locked away from society forever. The first priority, however, was to find Mary Ellen.  


     The silence was palpable, even the wildlife had shut down their sounds. The two detectives and the deputy felt the tension; the nighttime environment had taken a turn for the worse. Maude realized she needed to lead the men into the heart of the darkness. She must march unafraid into whatever diabolical plot the killer had prepared for them. Taking the lead from Ernest, she began the trek forward, toward the cave entrance, keeping herself alert to other changes in the shadows around the path. A wrong turn could be fatal at that juncture where the outcropping of the cave met with the path. The faraway river beneath the tabletop was sure death to anyone falling into its depths. 


     The entrance became clearer as they moved closer, the sheer sides of the natural caverns reaching high above their heads. Maude believed that the daytime light would show beautiful scenery beneath their feet and around them, but in the darkness there was no beauty, only caution and fear. The far eastern sky had begun to lighten, a prelude to dawn and natural light. She was tempted to wait a while until the earth finished its nightly turn, and the sun came up, but they were committed to the task at hand. There was no stopping or turning back. She motioned to the two men to train their flashlights on the cave entrance, and as one, all three beams lit up the large opening into the deep caverns. The entrance was clear, without any sign of human or animal presence to greet them, but Maude knew she was in the right place this time. She breathed a little sigh of relief that they would not be attacked by anyone lying in wait as they entered the cave. 


     Ernest whispered, “Miss Maude, do you want me to go first since I know this here cave? Me and my kids have all been here a few times, so it might be better if someone who knows the way goes through first.”  


     There was logic in what the deputy said, but Maude hated to put him into the line of fire in case the killer was hiding inside. Still, it did make more sense for him to lead, instead of her, or Joe, who didn’t know anything about the interior passages of the cave.  


     “Okay, Ernest, but don’t take any chances. If he’s in there, and is of a mind to do it, he’ll put a hole right through your skull.” 


     The outside darkness was nothing in comparison to the inside of the cavern where no light reflected. The dungeons of old held that kind of darkness. Maude was fearful for Mary Ellen if she was still alive. What kind of terror had she suffered, and could she move away from it back to a normal existence? Shaking her head with dread, Maude moved forward, with Joe bringing up the rear, watching their backs. Walking was much easier on the table top part of the outcropping of rock.  


     A marble-smooth surface lay just under the layers of dust and dirt. Shining her light both right and left, she searched for any tell-tale signs of human traffic in the dust, but there wasn’t any. Maude knew a possibility existed that she had miscalculated again, and Mary Ellen was suffering somewhere else, but instinct kept reassuring her the killer had been there. The drive to step further into the darkness was stronger with each step. 


     After Ernest passed through the opening without incident he breathed a little easier, feeling more secure each minute that nothing happened. The thought of his kids at home gave him comfort, two boys and a girl, all teenagers who definitely loved their daddy but hardly ever had any time for him. His wife was always too busy with her sewing and quilting to wonder what he might be doing, yet Ernest was sure of her love and concern for him.  


     When he picked up the stuff from the house she was still awake, cutting out pieces to sew back together for a new pieced-top she and the girls at church would finish for a nice big quilt. The church made a little money by selling the quilts, but not enough to account for all the work in them. She didn’t seem to care though, just went right back with a new one each time she was done. Ernest wished there was something he liked that well. Maybe the boredom of the job wouldn’t be so bad if at the end of the week he could be busy with a hobby. One thing for sure, he was not bored working with Miss Maude. 


     “Yeah, I think I’m gonna find myself a hobby.” he said aloud, grinning to himself. 


     “Ernest,” Maude whispered, “Are you okay? I hear you groaning.” 


     “Yes ma’am, I am just talking to myself.” 


     “Then cut it out, you sound like you’re hurt.”  


     “Yes ma’am, I will.” 


     “And quit saying, ‘Yes ma’am”. 


     “Umm, okay ma’am,” he whispered. 


     Joe was fidgety, blind to what was behind him, and unsure of what to do next. They still had the ropes around their waists as security against getting lost in the cave’s pure darkness, but the blackness behind him was upsetting.  


     Ernest led them into the depths of the first room, his light revealing nothing other than cave crystals. Maude kept her flashlight darting about the room, hoping to catch a glimpse of the bad guy, but it wasn’t in the cards in those early morning hours. Whatever, or whoever’s aura they had all sensed on the walkway bridge had gone, or his personality had diminished. The rooms so far were empty. 


     They continued to walk, watching for overhangs, and missing them, feeling the clang of the hard-hats against low-lying rock formations in above the path. A telltale odor was coming from somewhere in the caverns. They all smelled it as the group progressed further-the unmatched odor of death and the rot of once-living tissue. Just inside the second room they found the remains of a dead raccoon along with cat tracks. Off to the side there was also human shoe prints in the dust of the cave’s floor.  


     Maude took a moment, hitched up her jeans, wiped her eyes and carried forward, knowing they were on the right track and the killer had been there. Mary Ellen was close. Other times in her life Maude had been in a similar position. Losing people was terrible. First, Paul died, such a waste. She had loved him to distraction, but that wasn’t enough to keep him safe in the jungles of Viet Nam. Her memory had faded in some things, but not in the whirlwind courtship and marriage of her youth.  


     She had been twenty years old, finished with her second year at the university. Rambunctious and daring, she was not afraid of most things and lived life to extremes. Pretty, oh yes, she had been quite pretty, her body young and responsive. Paul Rogers was visiting the state university in Oklahoma, full of plans for his future. 


     The couple had met on the school grounds when she enrolled for her junior year. For Maude, it was love at first sight. The young man was tall, with black curls that fell across his forehead, brown eyes that opened into his soul, and a smile so compelling that she lost her heart within the first five minutes. They started dating the next day, a full-on courtship that lasted less than two months, and then he popped the big question. She had only one answer, “Yes.” 


     They were married two weeks from the day, with Grace standing beside her, and Paul’s friend as the best man. What Maude didn’t know was that a letter had come to her new husband, inviting, no, insisting that he represent his country at the local military recruitment center within the same two weeks.  


     The day they were married was heaven, the culmination of her secret dreams. She could hardly wait for the ceremony to end before stripping off her white dress and then pulling her new husband down to the rickety hotel bed. She found fulfillment she had never expected.  


     He was gone within three months, but they stored a lifetime of love within those days and hours left for them. Paul was brash, had threatened to go to Canada to avoid the draft, to take her with him and live the life of a draft-dodger, but the idea was too foreign for both of them. Later she wished they had gone. 


     He never returned from Viet Nam, for some north Viet Cong soldiers claimed the best part of him. They shot his body full of holes, and left him on the cold, wet ground. The military man in dress uniform told her, sure, but it never really seemed real, until later when the rest of her world fell apart. 


     Maude wanted to weep for her losses, but it was not to be, there was a much more pressing need now. She knew in her heart that Mary Ellen was beyond saving. A white-hot rage filled her. She wanted to tear the kidnapper apart for taking the girl. Murderous thoughts filled her mind, of all the torment she would put the man through when they got him, but under all of that, a sadness of intense proportion almost brought her to her knees.  


     Casting her feelings aside, she plodded on, following Ernest around the crystal formations and over the small rocks that had broken off and lay in the pathway. Finally, the deputy led them into the room, the dreadful room where that sweet, wonderful, young woman hung upon a makeshift cross, chained at the waist, attached in such a way that alone, she would never have escaped her bondage.   


     The killer had left generator-powered spotlights trained upon Mary Ellen’s naked body, ready to be switched to the on position. The result was a garishly lit, macabre scene for the detectives and all others who would come. A note was beside the body, just three words. “You’re too late”. Maude believed his glee from the staged event must have been over the top. 


     Maude removed the safety rope from around her waist and sat down with her head in her hands, unwilling to look upon the face that she knew so well. Eyes that had been bright and intelligent were left as bloodied, vacant holes. The sweet smile of her mouth was gone forever, replaced by the handiwork of the killer. Her long auburn hair was tangled, dusty, probably from being dragged through the cave, struggling against the madman intent upon her destruction.  


     There was reason for Maude to believe that the young woman had been dead for at least a day. She believed he had killed Mary Ellen shortly after making the obscene screensaver, for her body was hanging in the same position. Possibly her death came from the large knife protruding from her back, an assault she didn’t see coming. Maude could only hope that at the end the killer had shown the girl some mercy.  


     Joe was beside himself, sick with helpless rage, seeing another young woman whose life had been ended by the same madman who killed those girls in the apartments on East Avenue. The latest victim was taken as a direct assault upon Joe’s partner in a cold-blooded attempt to get her attention. Why, what attraction did Maude hold for the killer? He was obviously obsessed, but why? What kind of sick person would use violence, thinking it would endear him to another? 


     Joe took it upon himself to leave the crime scene, using the best of the flashlights to find his way back out of the caverns until his phone showed a weak signal. He placed a call to Lieutenant Patterson’s cell phone. When Patterson answered, Joe reported what they had found and was told to notify the local coroner’s office where arrangements could be made to ship Mary Ellen’s body back to Madison. The boss added that the two detectives had done well using the small amount of information they had.  


     He also said that a group from the Madison lab would be there within two hours, regardless of jurisdiction, and Joe and Maude were to secure the scene and wait for them. After he disconnected the phone, Joe looked out beyond the cave into the distance. In the interim time since they had arrived at the park, the morning sun had begun to rise over the river cliffs, creating a picture of spectacular beauty in blue and gold, defying any human tragedy to steal its glory. 


    

      


    


  




  

     Chapter 14 


     The two hour wait was spent outside the cave overlooking the river where they could hear the fast-running water below. Joe managed to put his fear aside and enjoy the quiet. Maude stationed herself in the shade with her feet hanging off the overhang. She asked Joe if he would help her back on her feet when the time came to leave. Arthritis had her knees hurting like crazy after the walk up the steep incline. 


     “We make a pair don’t we, Joe? You can’t handle heights, and me, I have parts that no longer work very well. It’s a shame you don’t have a younger partner. I know the rest of the guys give you a lot of trouble about working with me, and I have to tell you, I don’t really blame them. I’m nearer sixty than fifty, and can’t quit work, even if I wanted to, but I will try to keep up my end. You’re a good man to have around, and I’m sorry I talked you into this wild, middle of the night trip. It could have been done during the light of day.” 


     Joe sat quietly, listened to Maude talk, and then told her that she was wrong, that he felt privileged to be working alongside her. He wanted to know what she thought had happened up there, where did the killer go, and how did he get away. From all of his profiling days, it appeared they had a very unstable man who had no fixed targets, that he seemed to be killing for the fun of it without caring who was next, and that made him more dangerous. 


     Maude agreed, and said she was worried that the killer might get away unless they got some real clues to his identity. She said that the equipment left in the cave needed to be looked at. Some of it was expensive and might have been purchased in Buena Vista, and she thought she would talk to the boss, see if they could be spared a couple of days to roam around the small burb and ask questions. She walked away to find a phone signal, stopping in mid-step to give Joe the high sign. 


     A short while later she found him again. 


     “Bad news, partner. Boss says you have to go home. He said we had other cases on our desks that were important and needed work. I told him we both needed to be here, but he had the last word. You’re going home.” 


     “That doesn’t seem fair. You get stuck with the door-knocking and I get to go home to my good bed,” Joe said, making the best of it. 


     “Yeah, poor luck for me. We could get this done a lot faster with both of us knocking,” Maude answered. “Listen Joe, since you have to go back, see if you can get back to the desk of one of the lab boys for the report on the blood from the robe.” 


     “Also, check on the homeless victim and find out her story, what happened to her. We need to get that one cleared. Be good time for you to work by yourself a little. Find out more about how she died, and who had reason to want her dead.” Maude went on, “We’ve been sidetracked by a lunatic who kills and maims women, but the boss is right, we have other cases.” As an afterthought, she added, “And Joe, when you get back there, find out everything the coroner knows about Mary Ellen.” 


     When the lab techs arrived, they couldn’t believe they had been dragged all the way from Madison to some cliff-hole above the river, especially so early in the morning. Joe rolled his eyes at Maude, and began to get his stuff together to make the trip back.  


     In darkness the climb had been frightening, but in sunlight, the distance to the river below seemed to go on and on. Joe was terrified by the closeness of the path to land’s end and its sudden drops into nothingness. The water flowed at least seventy-five feet below the path in places, and without handrails near the edge, Joe grasped whatever was available as he sidled down the path. Maude held out her hand, offering support where he needed it.  


     She understood how some fears cripple a person, even though the affected one might put up an excellent fight. She wondered if Mary Ellen had been in such a position before the knife went through her back and pierced her kind and gentle heart. Maude grieved over the girl, never having had a daughter or a sister. She had felt a real liking for the young woman whose life she had shared for a short time. Part of her grief was guilt, and no amount of words could change that. 


     The ride into Buena Vista was lonely, with Joe staying near the scene to ride back to Madison with the techs from the lab. Ernest went home early, for there was no reason to wait. Besides, too many cops and technicians were crowding the small path, trying to get to the scene. Maude had decided to avoid being questioned by local law enforcement until she had reported to her lieutenant, a procedural matter she always tried to uphold. When she returned to Madison, she would write a report with the details of the incident for Patterson. 


     Her first stop when she got back to town was going to be for food. Her last meal had been the tacos around midnight. It was eleven o’clock in the morning and Maude was starved and almost out of unfiltereds. She checked her package and found two bent and twisted cigarettes. 


     “Guess its food second, cigarette stop first.” She muttered. 


     The sheriff’s office was open, with the lights on and at least two people walking back and forth across the floor of the small room. There was no sign of Ernest, hopefully he had gone home to his bed content in his belief that his job was done for the night. Maude was pleased with the man and impressed with his dedication. She hoped in the future there might be a time she could return the favor and give him a hand.  


     The morning’s excitement had brought out all manner of people and Maude wondered why the sheriff hadn’t shown up with the rest of the law enforcement people. Some highway patrol officers from the next county over had been on scene along with a couple of park rangers. 


     Possibly, professional embarrassment had kept the sheriff away. An out-of-town city cop finding a dead body in a closed-down county park was difficult to explain away. The saving grace was that Ernest Garrison, Deputy, was involved in the find. Maude wanted to stop and thank the sheriff for allowing Ernest to lead them through the maze of the caverns. Without his help the trip would have been a great deal more difficult. 


     Obviously there were other offices in the county building, possibly the justice of the peace court where citizens could be seen quickly by a magistrate and pay their fines for traffic violations. She hoped that Sheriff Biden was as amiable as his deputy, and inclined to talk a little. The other person that had been visible through the front door was no longer there. Probably a clerk had been passing information to the sheriff. 


     Maude entered through the familiar glass door and pulled her shield from her pocket. She stepped forward toward the desk, sticking out her right hand as a way of introducing herself. The man behind the desk continued sitting in the broken down, rolling office chair, frowning a bit as he listened to the woman cop spout her name. Maude could tell from years of experience that this man didn’t cotton to women in law enforcement, but since he was in no position to have any opinion of her, she thought, too bad for him and his attitude.  


     So much for him being like Ernest; still, she gave it her best shot, smiling a little, polite, refraining from cussing and smoking, though her nicotine habit was crying out.  


     Sheriff Biden seemed a little too superior for Maude’s liking, not getting any better as the minutes ticked off. When he did start talking, it appeared that in his macho brain, Maude was non-essential personnel, no doubt riding along with a male lead detective who tolerated her presence and waited while she brought him coffee. She could feel a slow burn starting in her belly, the same belly that had been without food and sleep for too long to tolerate a red-necked, prejudiced A-hole, who didn’t know his scrotum from his belt buckle. 


     After patronizing her with a lengthy diatribe about how law enforcement worked in the county of Buena Vista, and what real police officers did to get the job done, he never offered her a seat all the time that he was insulting her. He never shook her outstretched hand. Maude finally had enough and smiled sweetly, turning to go.  


     Sheriff Biden remarked then that he held jurisdiction over the finding at the cave. He went on that since their medical examiner was laid up, and couldn’t work right now, Lieutenant Patterson, from her department, who seemed like a fine man, had called and made an offering to remove the body and return it to Madison for autopsy. Biden then began to bluster about his own expectations from Madison PD, and how he would like to meet a real officer from her department. It was just too much for Maude’s taste. 


     ”You know,” she said, turning back, staring into the man’s eyes, “You’ve got a real fine fellow working for you. I don’t I know how he can put up with a mean-spirited son of Satan such as yourself. I was on my best behavior when I came in here, to thank you for allowing us to borrow that fine man, and to inform you of the events in your county. Your deputy was very helpful in the discovery of that young woman’s body this morning, and I might add, you slept right on, while this old woman neglected her bed to get the job done.” 


     “If you have a problem with me,” she continued, “because of my gender, then mister, I don’t much care, but I had hoped for a little respect, and professional courtesy from you, because of your office. And one more thing, if you were to pull that hoe handle out where someone shoved it up your butt, you might find your constitution would be in considerably better shape, thereby making you a much nicer person.”  


     Sheriff Biden’s face began purpling, and Maude was afraid he was going to have a seizure. She went out the door, shaking her head at the small minds in the world, knowing she had just had occasion to hear from one, and could expect no help from that place.  


     The air outside was muggy after a light rain that had fallen while she was inside. The heat had escalated. Remembering the motel located just at the beginning of town, Maude headed her car that way, hoping there was food and cigarettes available in or near the place. The damp weather caused her arthritis to settle in around both hips and knees and the tiredness she felt from all the mental anguish had her falling asleep at the wheel. Thankfully, only a short distance had to be covered before she pulled into the parking lot of the motel. She unrolled her long body from the front seat, walked to the motel office, and paid in advance for a room. 


     A small cafe was a block down from the motel, close enough for Maude to walk, but the afternoon sun beating down on her back made her wish she had driven the short distance. She sat down at a booth, stretched her long legs under the table, and waited on a server to appear. A boy of about fifteen came to the booth and took her order for a burger, fries, and a beer. She asked about cigarettes. 


     “Si Senora,” the boy told her. “We have the cigarettes.” After the meal was over, Maude used the facilities, stepped outside and looked around a bit, then went to her car. Being prepared for travel was one of her strong points. She always kept a suitcase with spare clothes and cosmetics available in her closet.  


     Last night she had retrieved it just in case, bringing the supplies along on the last minute trip. Besides her few articles of clothing, there was a small flask of decent gin, and an extra pack of cigarettes that she had forgotten. Some ibuprofen lay near the bottom of the suitcase, and she popped two of those with a small amount of water. The proprietor of the motel was peering out his window in the evening light, watching her, probably wondering if she was shooting up. 


     “Sorry to disappoint you buddy,” she said aloud, “I am not nearly that interesting.” 


     The sun was still high, but Maude was so tired that she went straight to bed, dropping the suitcase as she fell into the pillows. The bed sagged a little in the middle, but she was so tired it didn’t matter for the first four hours. After that, her back started hurting from lying on the worn-out mattress.  


     When no manner of movements made the difference in the comfort of the bed, a big hit from the gin flask helped to settle her down. Of course she knew about mixing over the counter pain pills with alcohol, but her need was greater than the fear. Memories of the morning and that poor girl’s face were on instant recall, the hollow eyes and the large knife in her back. Maude was quite certain that the knife was the one used in the East Avenue killings. The effect of stabbing Mary Ellen with the same weapon must been planned for in advance. 


     The bed creaked loudly when she rolled over during the night awakened from a restless toss and turn sleep. The motel window flashed a neon vacancy sign through the drapes, the darkness beyond mysterious and somehow dreadful in its silence.  


     Lighting a cigarette, she sat at the small desk provided by the motel, staring outside searching for answers to the questions she had been avoiding. The fixation of a serial killer upon a particular police investigator was well-documented, but in those cases, behaviorists usually pinpointed a connection between the two individuals. She had been through it all before, the letters he wrote her in Chicago voicing his desire for her approval and participation in the cruel game he played. It was no more confusing now than it had been back then. 


     A half pack of unfiltereds later and nothing had changed. Maude was perplexed, tired, and needing rest. She wished she could cry for Mary Ellen, but that would come later, after her murderer was brought to justice. She leaned against the desk and finally fell asleep, her head braced against the wall. It was no less comfortable than the mattress. 


     In the light of day when she roused from the chair and surveyed the room, its dinginess appeared worse than it had in the half-light of evening. Morning sunlight shone through stained venetian blinds, highlighting the dust particles that covering everything. The few shoddy pieces of furniture were water-stained and peeling, the rickety bedpost’s instability the obvious source of the night’s creaking. Maude didn’t recall turning the light on in the room the night before. For a moment she froze, unable to process some information that was banging in her head. The gin bottle had taken its revenge, clouding her brain after a restless night. Then she had it. The coverlet on the bed, it was the same red with white flowers as the ones in the murder-rooms on East Avenue! 


     “At last we have a piece of evidence. You slipped up boy. You let me in your head for a while.”  


     Maude realized that the coverlets were probably a standard issue in small motels around Texas, but now she knew that the killer was moving around from one place to another. What kind of person would do that? A truck driver would, so might an airplane pilot, or a salesman.  A salesman who stayed in seedy motels might try to save money.  But this killer was sophisticated and possibly wealthy. She considered the expensive photographic equipment in the cave. He bought those to keep from renting them, to avoid a trail back to him. So, okay, maybe he’s a salesman; but maybe not. Still, it was a connection she could follow to its end. 


     The housekeeping staff of the small motel consisted of one Mexican lady who spoke no English at all. She smiled a lot, but even when Maude began to speak loudly, the woman still did not understand English. Holding her hand out, she pointed to the office and nodded. 


     “Yeah, I know. Go ask him. I’ll bet that gets me a lot.” 


     The motel proprietor was a dingy little man not unlike the property, old and falling apart. He introduced himself as, “Fred Williams, but no, I don’t own the place.” He said his boss was a man who lived in town and owned two such establishments, both the same size. The coverlets were often stolen since they were the best items in the rooms. He had to replace two of them this year. “People seem to like them.”  


     Maude got the address of the owner and made a decision to go and visit him before she left town. She also borrowed the office phone book and searched through the business section, a task that took no more than three minutes. There was only one photography equipment store in the county, and it was located in the square around the courthouse. 


     The store’s name was Camera and Equipment Shop, and it turned out to be a tiny building, stocked with anything a person needed for photography. Maude sat in the car in front of the store, smoking a cigarette with the window partially down, the curls of smoke drifting outside the vehicle. The the heat of the day and lack of sleep caused her to feel sluggish. Finally she dumped the butt, and got out of the car, into the heat. 


     The owner of the store was helpful as Maude began asking questions about lighting equipment he had sold recently. She described the brand name and the size of each piece, including the hookup at the sight with the generator.  


     “It would take a very skilled person to figure out the logistics and technology, to know where to place an antenna outside, and yes, I sold some of the same pieces within the last three weeks. A fellow about six feet tall, with dark brown hair hanging out of a baseball cap, and sunglasses covering the top half of his face, came into the store, found what he wanted and paid cash. He loaded it all inside a white van and hasn’t returned since.”  


     The store owner remembered the white van because it had a mark on the back of it. A company logo that was unknown to the store owner. He drew a picture of the logo and Maude thanked him and left the store. The information was enough to cause some excitement.  


     “That makes twice you slipped,” she said to the killer. “Twice you’ve left yourself open. Let’s see what we can make of it.”  


     Technology was a wonderful thing, but most of the people in her age group didn’t know beans about fiber optics or how a computer worked. When she needed to type on the keyboard, she punched a button and the screen turned on, and if it worked then lucky Maude. After that, give her a good document program where she could practice her sophomore typing class finger placement on the keys. That was about the extent of her knowledge.  


     Around the block from the Camera and Equipment Shop a print shop took up about two hundred square feet, the kind of place where the employees took to technology like ducks to water. The kid behind the counter was overweight and acned. He wore smeared glasses on the end of his nose, and belted pants so low on his hips that two pennies added to the pockets would cause them to drop to the linoleum floor. Maude introduced herself to the young man who looked up for a minute from his preoccupation with a handheld game, and then continued to punch buttons with the speed of a digital stopwatch.  


     “Excuse me, young man,” she said. “I need some help from someone and since you are the only someone in the store, I guess you’re going to have to do.”   


     “Umm, just a minute,” the clerk responded and continued punching the buttons on the game, fiercely intent on finishing what he was doing.  


     Maude waited a minute more before reaching across the counter and pulling the gadget from the clerk. She held it against her chest and said, “If you want this back, you can have it after my questions are answered, otherwise, I will take it outside and use it for target practice.” 


     The kid looked embarrassed. “Please don’t tell my boss. He’ll fire me for sure. It just gets boring in here most of the time.” 


     “That’s fine,” Maude replied. “Now listen, I have this picture of a logo that someone saw on a white van. I need for you to get on that computer and find out what you can about it. Think you can do that? If you do, I’ll pay for your time, give you back this piece of plastic, and no, I won’t tell your boss. Deal?” She asked. 


     ‘Deal,” the kid said, picking up the paper Maude had lain down. “Give me a few minutes. I have to do some searches; may have to get in touch with some friends of mine. You want to come back?” 


     “Sure. Any place to get a sandwich around here?” 


     “Two doors down, Buena Vista Café; they have good tacos.” 


     Maude started out the door and the kid yelled, “Hey, leave my game, I won’t play while you’re gone.” 


     “See that you don’t,” she warned, handing over the equipment. 


     The little cafe was old. She could see it in the window shade faded to pale at the bottom, still dark at the roll. The tablecloth was red and white checked oilcloth, brittle at the folds, pieces of the red gone; the white stained from continuous use. The plastic rose in the vase on the table drooped from its long life. Linoleum squares with broken corners formed a path to the kitchen, but they were clean, giving Maude hope for the food and its preparation. She ordered the beef tacos because the kid recommended them and then laughed to herself, wondering why she would trust her food choice to someone with so little concern for his appearance.  


     Figuring the tacos for the grease that caused the kid’s acne, she had a moment of reconsideration before settling on her order. “What of it?” She said aloud. “A little grease won’t kill me.” 


     Actually the food was quite good, the grease minimal. It had been a while since her breakfast of black coffee and she was hungry. She had heard about certain kinds of beef from animals treated with growth hormones, and how it was a cancer-causing agent. For just a minute, the idea of stomach cancer from tacos lingered in her mind, but she shook it off. 


     The unfiltered cigarette sparked with a match, released its tars into her bloodstream, and gave her addiction a nicotine boost. Once in the car she started the motor and turned on the air conditioner, content to sit a minute and clear her head, the smoke from the cigarette creating a haze in the enclosed cold air. 


     Her watch said an hour had passed since she left the print shop, enough time for the clerk to get a bead on the logo, or so she hoped. When she opened the door to the shop, the kid greeted her with a smirk, playing his game. He had no idea of her capabilities.  


     “You were gone long enough,” the kid said. “Bring me a taco?” 


     Maude gave him the look that asked, “Are you being a wise-ass or are you really stupid?” 


     “Your logo was like a lot of others,” the clerk began, “but they all had something making it too fancy. Finally found yours in a section that serves plumbing and construction. A company called Porcelain Worx, strictly wholesale, no retail. How’d I do boss?” 


     Maude gave the clerk a high-five, appreciating the young man for his work. She reached in her pocket and withdrew a twenty.  


     “Here,” she said. “Cops don’t make any real money. Thanks kid. You did good. Get me a phone number for this place?” She asked. 


     “Better than that, got you a website,” he said, pocketing the money. “Here, use that computer on the desk.” 


     The keyboard kept sticking but finally she managed to press enter, going to the right screen. The name of the company, Porcelain Worx, was located in Oklahoma, California and Pennsylvania, and had been a business for over forty years. With the clerk’s help, Maude managed to go to the home screen and locate the CEO of the company and the phone number of the main office located in Philadelphia. She also went onto the product page and saw the list of items that were sold to wholesalers. Scrolling down the page of various porcelain bathroom fixtures, Maude saw a grouping of pictures, one of which was the new high-sided bathtub with plastic over porcelain bottom. 


     “There’s the bathtub in my rent house! And that no-good shower head in my bathroom. How many connections does he have to me?” She asked of the lighted screen.  


     The phone rang several times before an automated voice came on line, asking Maude to “leave a message for Porcelain Worx.  We do not want to miss your call!” Because she didn’t know what position the killer served in the company, Maude was hesitant to give any clue as to her identity. She lied instead, and left a false name of a bogus construction company where she could be reached. Using her cell phone as the destination, she told the machine that it was important she be reached as soon as possible. Next was the phone call to her partner back in Madison, informing him of her finds.  


    

      


    


  




  

     Chapter 15 


     The sounds of running water were soothing, recalling a childhood memory. The creek had been cold then, and clear, with a few rocks on the bottom here and there, but mostly sand that felt good between his toes. The small fish that swam away when he picked up his feet to take a step were shiny, their scales reflecting the sunlight that shone in streaks through the leaves of the trees. 


     “Bobby,” his nanny had called, “Come here, get out of that water, you will catch your danged death.” 


     The bubbling water sounds with their constant rhythm always got his attention, even back then.  


     His mama and daddy had been arguing that morning, using fierce words that even an almost-three year old knew meant terrible things to come. Daddy had told Mama, “Don’t want you, don’t want him.”  


     Mama had cried, but then she got real mad. “Not my fault!” The words from Mama’s mouth rang in his ears, resounding now, shutting out the sound of the water. “You take him, Elridge! Don’t want him.” 


     Daddy got in the car. Bobby could see from the window in the nursery. He raised his small hand to wave at Daddy who didn’t look back. Gone. Mama was in her bedroom, crying really loud.   


     “Heartless man, kill you. Don’t want him. So heartless, come back. Don’t want him.” 


      Mama was sad, and Bobby opened the door to go to her, tears on his cheeks like Mama. He lifted his small arms to her. Words sprang from him as she drew back her right hand again and again. 


     “Ooh. Don’t hit, Mama! No, hurts. Ooh, Mama. Head hurts. Mama, no, hurts. Tummy hurts, no, Mama. Daddy! Daddy!” Mama hugged him then, sorry for so much. 


     The nanny came when Mama called and took him away to his favorite place, to the creek behind the family home. She washed his face in cold water and removed the tears, sat him down on the ground, and checked his body for injury, hugging him against her. She soothed him, wiping away new tears. It was not the first time the nanny had comforted him after one of his accidents. That time there was nothing broken or bleeding. 


     “This time no big hurts for Bobby, just little hurts that will go away soon.” 


     The nanny was young, not yet twenty, a student who went to college during the day when she was away from Bobby. She would be gone for good the next day, suspicious, unable to stomach what she believed to be abuse to the child. After giving her notice, the nanny was quickly replaced by another. 


     Bobby was educated in the application of violence. He knew that his life was controlled by adults. Mama and Daddy were so adept at producing pain in him. Oh yes, he knew all about violence, he had lived with it for three years as the perfect target for Mama, who used him for her punching bag when Daddy misbehaved. 


     The new nanny came, but she was old, and didn’t love Bobby like the old nanny did. She chastened him for the messy in his pajamas and told Mama and Daddy. The bruising on his body went unnoticed by the nanny, except one time Bobby saw her smile at his broken finger, his pinky, where Mama had bent it till it hurt so bad.  


     That time Mama cried and hugged him and said, “No more messy in your pajamas.” Her hugs were the best when she held him to her breasts, his face against her soft skin, his small mouth open to receive the dry nipple to suckle. Mama would make sounds and keep hugging him. Bobby lived for those times when Mama loved him for a little while, before she flung him from her bed, screaming for the nanny to take him away. 


     The coolness of the cave was good for sleeping, for recovering. She had come again, looking for him, but she didn’t find him in his special place. Not ready yet, but so glad that she still loved and wanted him! The  river rushed far below the tabletop of the cliff, the sound comforting the man who was once a boy. Later he would climb down, shed his clothes and jump into the cold sparkling water, revived in spirit, ready for the day.  


     He missed his treasures, they brought him pleasure to touch and remember. His latest ones lay hidden in the cave, in his special place where he would keep them for a while, to hold when the scary night came. The woman had been hateful to him, calling him names, screaming for him to go away, but Bobby had stayed. He had held her tight, but she didn’t hug him. Her hands had scratched his face, his arms, hurting him. His head had hurt so badly, the noise of her screaming matching his, the sound of the gurgling breath from her chest frightening him, his hands around her throat squeezing to stop the noise in his head.  


     He didn’t remember much after that, but Someone had used the knife, the special knife to stop her for good, because she had kicked him and tried to crawl away, forcing his hands from her neck as the last surge of her strength broke his hold. After that he laid the post on the ground and re-tied her to it. Her dead weight dragged him down as he lifted and replaced the post in the same position, the knife in her back difficult to maintain. Then Someone cleaned her, removing his touch, his saliva, the prints from the knife. But he took his treasures. She would never scream again or look at his face with hatred.  


     Robert had two more vacation days to play before going back to the job and after that, home. The JOB, a means for him to ‘travel and meet people,’ the salary a pittance received for a job well done. The ad had run in the local newspaper advertising for employees to sell products in home improvement. 


      ‘Would require some travel and an outgoing personality ready to make things happen and grow a business.’  


     He had been young when he applied, the second of two applicants. Both got the job, selling porcelain products for business and the home through wholesale contacts.  


     He outlasted the other salesman. Thoroughly successful in his line of the business, he had managed a compelling sales portfolio. More importantly, he concealed his considerable intelligence and the fortune left from his loving parents after their untimely accidental death in the northern Rocky Mountains. When he turned twenty one-a responsible and grieving adult-the money was his. The large family fortune that passed down first to his father had been sought after by an uncle, Daddy’s brother, but the man’s legal standing was declared void, for there was an heir, daddy’s only son, Robert. There were also considerable amounts of life insurance on both his father and mother with double indemnity for accidental death.  


     The uncle had declared a suspicion of foul play in the death of his brother and sister-in-law. The brakes on their car had failed on one of the downhill mountain roads, causing the car wheels to escalate rotations to a sustained speed of at least one hundred and twenty miles per hour just before it jettisoned off the S-curve into the valley below. No evidence of brake-tampering was found, although there was so much damage to the entire vehicle it might have been overlooked in the wreckage.  


     The rental car, a foreign sports model, had been issued with the standard safety inspections before the man and his wife took the car on the scenic drive into the mountains. The local Colorado police who had too much to do to worry about a man jealous of his nephew’s inheritance shrugged and got on with other business. 


     The couple was back together for a short time trying to revive a failed marriage, hoping the mini-vacation would be the stimulus for a second trip to the altar. On one of their son’s short visits to his parent’s home, he had overheard the cook’s conversation about the planned trip, a week in advance, and although he waited patiently as always, he was neither asked by his parents to go along, nor informed of the plan. 


     He lived in his own apartment in another city and returned there before the authorities began searching for him. When they found him at his job, and told him of his parent’s death, they advised him that it was routine police work to question him of his whereabouts at the time of the deaths. Sad-faced, Bobby nodded and showed them his time card from the small shoe store where he worked. He then closed the door of the business behind them. 


     That night, he moved into his new apartment and called to thank a particularly helpful man in the rental car business in Colorado. Afterward, he opened a bottle of very expensive wine and drank several glasses in celebration of a job well done. 


     The next week the helpful man in Colorado had his own accident in his new porcelain shower, although there was never any evidence that might incriminate Porcelain Worx or its products. The delivery man who carried death to the helpful Colorado man had parked his van behind a convenience store a block away and then walked to the door, thank you gift in hand.  


     Inside a colorful wrapper tied with a red ribbon, a large container of body wash with skin softening glycerin additives lay waiting to be used by the helpful man. The delivery person returned later, jimmied the lock, and hid in the house, waiting for an opportune time to finish his task. Even later, the no-longer-patient delivery man jerked the shower curtain open and surprised the helpful man who, slippery from the glycerin in the body wash, lost his footing and with considerable assistance, slammed his head on the stainless steel faucet before coming to rest on the tub bottom. The delivery man carefully removed the body wash label and erased all fingerprints other than the victim’s from the bottle. He left the helpful man’s house by the back door, removed his gloves, and returned to the unmarked van. 


     The coroner found no conflicting evidence to prove foul play and thus ruled in his report; 


     ‘The cause of death appears to be a large cerebral contusion resulting in hematoma of the frontal and rear lobe. Traumatic brain injury was due to a slip and fall within the home.’ 


     He was a very wealthy man after the will was read and the insurance claim on his parents was paid. His inheritance allowed him many privileges, one was the ownership of the large family home which his educated father had christened, Feldspar. The grounds of the property were Bobby’s play area where he had begun the early preparations for his craft. 


     In the forested area outside the privacy fence there were feral housecats sneaked onto the grounds to deposit their litters of wiggly babies in concealed places, but they couldn’t hide from little Bobby. He found the kittens, and began his ministrations with such precision that his mother might have approved had the small boy told her. 


     Their little hearts were hard to find at first, but he got better after more and more tries. He learned to poke them first with an icepick, (don’t touch that Bobby, it might hurt you!) that he stole from the kitchen cook and returned later. Scissors with blunt ends were hard to use, but he found some with pointy ends in the sewing drawer, and they worked just fine.  


     Bobby always took care of the things he loved. Scissors back to the drawer, his treasures in a kitchen match box under a rock near the patio, and the useless kitty thrown into the creek to float away. Mama always thought he had cut himself when she saw the blood on his little short pants. She didn’t worry about him though. Just smiled and wiped her drippy nose, sniffing up the white medicine that she said made her strong. 


    


  




  

     Chapter 16 


     Detective Allen made the trip back to Madison in the old crime lab van midst the cameras, the boxes of chemicals, and a large plastic case with unknown contents. Two technicians rode in the front, carrying on a line of sports conversation all the way. Joe was exhausted and fell into a fitful sleep for the first few miles then lay wide awake across the seat, his mind racing with the events of the morning and the night before.  


     Times like these, he thought, it might be good to light up a cigarette like Maude, except it wouldn’t be those bent up unfiltereds that she smoked. Oh no, if he ever took on the habit, his choice of smoking pleasure would be the big cigars from the locked cases in the cigar store. Small chance of that, he detested the taste of tobacco in any form. One time, a year or so back, he had dated a woman who smoked, and each time he kissed her the strong smell of her breath almost took away the pleasure of the kiss. 


     Ah, women, now that was an uncomplicated subject. Not the women themselves, but the idea of women. Joe loved them all, wishing he could be with one in the back of the van. Not for any reason other than to talk and laugh a little, with maybe a few kisses if she was willing. Usually when his green eyes started flashing most women both young and old took notice. Joe was not unaware of his charms; sometimes taking advantage of the stir he created by asking a woman out to dinner, hoping to get luckier than a smile for the evening. He still missed his wife and the kids, but after a while he had begun to realize that Sheila was right. He had left little time for them in his schedule. If he got really lucky again and found a woman, and they fell in love, he vowed to do things very differently. 


     The van dropped him off at the Cop Shop where he got pats on the back from all the staff there, including the lieutenant. He reminded them that he and his partner were working together on the job, and she had stayed there to go over some of the details and possibly catch up on some missed clues to the killer’s identity.  


     Meanwhile he called the coroner’s office and was told that the M.E. hadn’t had a chance to spend any time with the body, but the Buena Vista coroner had ruled the death a homicide. His report said the cause of death was the knife wound which punctured her heart. Time of death was uncertain, but appeared to have been twenty four to forty eight hours prior to the discovery of the body; however, the autopsy would be more conclusive in all the details of the murder. The blood on the robe had yet to be tested but it would happen soon, Joe was told. 


     The task at hand was to follow up on the homeless woman who was left for dead a few days before, a sorry state to get to it so late, but circumstances had caused the delay, making the possibility of finding the killer more difficult. He missed Maude’s experience and old time wisdom, but she had given him instructions to begin the look-see of the case.  


     The investigating officer said in his report that the dead woman had been found by another homeless person who hailed the first cop that he saw. Finding the beat cop on his six to six shift was fairly easy, just a radio call away. When Joe arrived at the officer’s location they sat and drank  sodas in the small kiosk area near one of the major banks in downtown Madison.  


     Officer Kilpatrick, ‘Billy, if you would rather’, said “The woman was a loner in the homeless community, keeping herself and her treasures tucked away in close range of any and all police officers. She always knew where safety was, knew who would protect her. The people who saw her on the streets said she had been talking about a find she made near one of the downtown dumpsters, and that was probably what got her killed. Diane didn’t believe in sharing. No, they didn’t know what the treasure was that she had found, but it wasn’t on her when the EMT’s took her in the meat wagon. So either she sold it or someone stole it.” 


     Soda finished and a copy of the officer’s report in his pocket, Detective Allen made a trip to the Thrift for Profit store over on Vine Street. The man behind the counter was tall and thin, with old pock marks on his arms, and a slight tic that pulled his left cheek down when he talked. The effect was distracting to most people who tried conversing with the man, often resulting in an unresponsive audience when the man spoke at length.  


     “The woman’s name is Diane Jones, used to come in and sell you some of the things she found on the street. The word is she made a real good find and someone took it away from her then strangled her to keep her quiet. Know anything about that?” Joe was hoping the victim had shown the treasure around and got a value out it from the thrift man. 


     “Don’t know what you’re talking about,” the counterman said, his tic working overtime. Seen her about two weeks ago, she had some decent shoes. I gave her fifty cents for them. Nothing else though.” 


     “Anyone else tried to sell some nice stuff in the past few days?” Joe asked. 


     “Don’t know. They don’t bring nice stuff here. Go to the pawn shop.” The tic man was in a hurry for Joe to go away. At least it seemed that way. 


     Joe couldn’t place the tic man near the victim at the time of her death and decided to put him on hold and go on down to the pawn shop. The bright neon sign screamed, “Pawn Shop”. The door below the sign was outfitted with more locks than Fort Knox. Joe walked through the entry and was greeted by a woman with swarthy skin who looked askance at him, wondering if he was cop or criminal. 


     “Excuse me ma’am, hate to bother you but I need some answers to a few questions. Detective Allen, Homicide Division, Madison PD,” Joe said, pulling his shield for the woman to look over. 


     “What do you want?” She asked. Frightened, to the point, she wasted no words. 


     “This woman, you know her?” He asked, laying out a photo of the dead woman. 


     “Yes, a thief. She stole from me. I called your Chief of Police but he never came.” 


     “What did she steal and when did you last see her?” Joe asked. 


     “She stole a bracelet with two rubies and one diamond. It was on the tray, on the top of the counter. The woman was outside the door. She watched for me to turn around and answer the phone then ran and grabbed the bracelet off the tray. I saw her and wanted to chase after her, but I could not leave the store. I called your Chief of Police and he did nothing.” 


     “Oh yeah, what was that bracelet worth?” 


     “Two hundred dollars, that is what I would sell it for,” the pawn clerk responded. Hostility and old umbrage against police worked through the fear and into her attitude. 


     “So did you find her later and strangle her in her sleep to get the bracelet back?” Joe decided to throw the accusation out to see how she responded. Throw a rock, you never knew what you might hit. 


     “Strangle her? That woman so dirty and such a thief I would never touch her!” The pawn shop woman was indignant, her repulsion visible in the expression on her face. 


     “What’s your name, ma’am? I need to know before I take you down to the station to question you about this murder.” 


     The woman sputtered. “No, please. Do not take me to the jail and lock me up. I did nothing. It was not me. My name is Giselle Farouk. I did not kill this terrible woman.”  


     “But you know who did, Giselle,” Joe said, quietly. “I see it in your eyes.” The rock in motion again. 


     The woman was distraught, overcome with the desire to tell what she knew, to rid herself of the memory of something very bad. She was withholding information, something important and Joe could see the need to tell it was close to winning out against her loyalty to someone. The fear of jail had been the catalyst, a lucky remark thrown out, disturbing the peace within her. 


     “In France,” she began, “before I came to America, the gendarmes broke into my house to tell me that my husband was a criminal and I must be too, because he had been arrested for selling drugs from my house. They took me to a terrible place, and locked me inside, where I stayed for many days, naked, with a small amount of food that the rats did not take from me. There was a small bucket for me to use for my body functions and a ragged blanket to cover my body. One day, I crawled to the bars to beg again for them to let me go, and the door was unlocked with no one there. They were not gendarmes; they were criminals who wanted my husband to show them where he had his drugs. My life was nothing to them.  


     I walked all the way to my house, starving, dirty, and very sick. When I got to my house my husband was there, on the floor. The criminals had killed him. I was afraid I would be blamed for killing my husband, so I quickly dressed, and took the money from his pocket and ran from the house. I was dirty and hungry like that woman, and no one bothered me. Later, I slept inside the train station in a corner near the back door. When I awoke, I used my husband’s money and bought a ticket to America.” 


     Her story seemed to have an end, but she wasn’t there yet. 


     “My new husband is very jealous. He has a terrible temper. If he knew about my past he would never let me live in his house.” 


     Joe stared at Farouk for a minute. “You had a good motive for killing this woman.” he said, holding the picture of Diane Jones out again. 


     “No, No, it was him,” she sobbed. “It was my husband…an accident. He beat me when I told him the woman took the bracelet and then he went there to watch her, and to steal it back. He intended to beat her too, but no, it was not to be. My husband grabbed for the bracelet when the woman was asleep, and she woke up, and was going to scream. He found the wire there on the ground, and tried to make her be quiet by tying it around her neck. After a little while she stopped trying to scream. He took the bracelet, and came home; sure that no one had seen him. He was fortunate.” 


     Joe listened to the story, imagining how it happened, how Diane Jones believed she had found the big score, how she held the piece of jewelry tight against her, admiring the reflection from the streetlight winking in the small diamonds. A woman dying, and a man murdering, he thought, for a piece of gold and shiny stones worth about two hundred bucks. What a waste. 


     Shaking his head over the tawdry story, Joe escorted the woman to his car after she locked the building. Her objections to jail had disappeared with the telling of the story of her husband. A good lawyer would be able to refute her tale because it was hear-say, and because of the husband-wife protection under the law, but as far as Joe was concerned, the story would hold up. He could hardly wait to tell Maude! 


     When the detective walked into the Cop Shop, the others were quiet, watching him lead the woman in. He went to the lieutenant’s office and gave his report while the woman waited outside. Patterson stared at the new detective, seemingly puzzled by something he didn’t choose to share with Joe Allen. Nodding his head a few times, he put out his hand to Joe and told him congratulations. 


     “It’s about closing cases Joe. Good job. Bring the husband in and let’s see what he has to say for himself.” At the end of the long evening, Joe cleared the homicide desk and made the trip to his personal vehicle. 


     Maude would be back tomorrow, he hoped, and they could work on the East Avenue murders, but for the rest of the night, he refused to think about the job. 


     The local watering hole for cops and firemen was called Dancers, and was located on Fifth and Alamo Street. At one time it was a glitzy fern bar with plenty of lights and reflector balls hanging over a good-sized dance floor, greenery at every corner, and tables overflowing with yuppies. The plants left first, just before the yuppies moved out to make room for the cops that landed nightly at the vacant tables near the bar. 


     That night, a few women were sitting at one of the tables, drinking quietly most of the time, but breaking out into cheerful laughter occasionally. The laughter drew Joe’s eyes. He was weary of the talk of murder. The pale amber beer in his glass was cold and good as it went down. A finger in the air, and another beer was placed, the empty glass removed. Cop bars had waiters good at that; they catered to men in uniform, taking care of their wants, washing away the sad stories of damaged people.  


     By the time the detective had finished his second beer, he was less inhibited, more willing to take a chance. It was a short trip to the old time jukebox where he chose a slow one. He stopped on the way back, asking one of the two  women at the table to dance while he still had his nerve. 


     The room had filled up after Joe first arrived; some EMT’s, firemen and more cops had come in and sat down, some in uniform. Most of them Joe had seen around. The music was soft and low, overwhelmed by the noise from the drinkers in the bar, the floor crowded. Blue eyes stared back at him with friendliness, following his lead, bouncing off other bodies moving to the music.  


     “My name is Susan Lucas, what’s yours?” She spoke loudly so he could hear over the rest of the house. 


     He told her, then tightened his arms around her, moving to the outside of the circle, stepping on feet that weren’t his, aiming for a clear spot near the bar. 


     “Want to go for coffee?”  


     “Sure,” she yelled back, laughing at the sound of her own voice. 


     They went to a small coffee shop not far from the bar and talked for a while. Susan was fun to be with, a pretty woman, well put together, but no beauty queen. He liked her, liked how she looked. Joe walked her to his car, stopping in the half light of a streetlamp to pull her to him, a soft kiss on her lips for luck, the next one because it felt nice to hold a real woman. Susan got in the car and he drove them back to her apartment, she had ridden to the bar with friends so no car to bother with. She asked him to come up, stay a while, talk some more. 


     The evening passed quickly, the kisses grew more heated, both of them adults with needs. She molded herself to his body, the warmth of her skin delightful to his hands.  


     “You are so soft, your skin so smooth.” 


     Susan felt the strength in Joe’s arms, his shoulders muscular from the gym workouts every other day. Her body responded to him, taking him into her secret places, matching him with her own movements.  


     Afterward they lay there, liking what they had found, finding it again, only this time slower, with deeper thrusts, holding the spot for a second more. She moaned as he moved within her, filling her with long gentle strokes. The moment came, the release explosive. 


     “I have to go home,” he finally said. “Work tomorrow.” 


     He had told her about the job, about his kids, but it didn’t scare her. He was glad because he liked Susan and wanted to see her again. She walked him to the front door, naked, handed him a slip of paper with her phone number, and kissed him goodbye. He liked that too. 


     The trip home was short, which was a good thing, because Joe was exhausted. Susan’s phone number was tucked into his wallet where he wouldn’t lose it. Already he missed being with her. 


     She was the first woman he had spent any time with since his wife left and it had felt good to hold the flesh of a real woman instead of clinging to the memory of one who left him high and dry with nothing but a depression in the mattress and an unwrinkled pillow case. 


    

      


    


  




  

     Chapter 17 


     Since her return to Madison was at a late hour and very tiring, Maude’s work output for the next day was sketchy at best. Paperwork was piled on the desk to be completed, the important ones being the sign off sheets for Joe’s training and her expense sheets for out-of-town travel. So far her only real accomplishment of the day was the visit with Mary Ellen’s parents. The boss had made the original call to them when Maude was out of town, breaking the bad news over the phone because the girl’s family lived in another state.  


     The man and woman made the trip to Madison to collect their daughter and made the arrangements to have her body returned to their hometown. They were aware that an autopsy had to be performed before they could take her, but they chose to wait in the city, staying in a hotel near downtown. Maude had found where they were staying and went to pay her respects. The deplorable part of the job was interacting with the families who lost loved ones to senseless crime when no comfort could be given to ease the loss. They always wanted to know if the victim had suffered, if their child felt pain or fear at the end. Maude chose to avoid the truth whenever possible, if such facts served no purpose except to cause greater pain to the victim’s family. 


     With Mary Ellen’s mother and father, there was no avoidance. They knew already. A reporter from the local news rag had approached them at the hotel and asked their feelings about the savage murder of their daughter, hoping for the shock effect that would sell papers. They now knew about the empty eye sockets, about the soft brown eyes that had looked out on the world with joy and hope, now missing. They knew about the knife protruding from her back, her tongue cut away, the coarse thread used to sew her lips together in permanent silence. There was no lie big enough to give those people comfort. 


     Maude had been in a hurry to get away from the couple’s pain. She asked a few questions about their communication with Mary Ellen. Had she mentioned meeting anyone new or was anyone bothering her lately? They both shook their heads, wishing they could help. When she closed the door, Maude thought about their grief, about leaving them holding onto each other’s hands, their tears streaming. They had been trying to put on a brave front with her, but like all similar situations, the rawness of the hurt always broke through. 


     “Justice, there will be justice,” Maude spoke to the elevator walls as she left the hotel room. “We will get him. He’s leaving his spoor and we’ll find it.” 


     Joe came in to work, happy to see his partner, glad she was back. After her phone call the day before he had researched the company name she had given him. Porcelain Worx was an old, established firm that was started sixty years earlier by a man in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. He had found a supplier with the equipment he needed to make the products, and  when they were done, he put the prototypes in the back of his van. Taking his business on the road, Worxslaven quickly discovered there was a market for toilets, shower stalls, sinks and bathtubs in businesses, for either bulk use or retail. 


     His name was Theodore Worxslaven, and he was a hard-selling businessman who used honesty as part of his sales spiel. He proclaimed that anyone who dealt with Theodore Worxslaven would never be cheated in the transaction. The man’s son became his business partner and named the company Porcelain Worx, a play on the family surname.  


     The company presented an idea that encouraged progress through change and grew throughout all the United States, hiring employees as contract salesmen who sold the company line of products to major businesses. The nearest Porcelain Worx satellite was in Oklahoma, about two hundred miles from the Texas border. After the first successes of the business, the owner had decided to build his own factory in Philadelphia producing his signature fine line of porcelain products.  Later the son moved to the west coast and built another factory there. Joe had never known there was so much money in bathroom equipment and kitchen sinks. 


     There were over fifteen hundred people on staff at Porcelain Worx, some selling the company wares by computer, phone, and old fashioned business to business door knocking. The main office in Philadelphia where the old man still ran the business with the help of a board of directors was the hiring and firing part of the company. 


     Maude and Joe asked for permission to make a trip to Philadelphia in hopes of finding a lead to the man who was the suspect in the murder case they were trying to solve. City employees were never given money outright, the person going on the trip had to spend his money first, and then he’d be reimbursed. A lousy system, no doubt, but it kept people honest about spending taxpayer money. Lieutenant Patterson was pleased by the almost rapid fire closings of the two homicide cases within the last week and Maude and Joe were the golden children. Whatever they wanted received consideration.  


     Maude still had to turn in her last expenses from Buena Vista, figuring there would be more on the horizon, especially since they had permission to go to Philadelphia 


     The airplane flight to Philadelphia was bumpy, and gave her a sinus headache, complete with blocked ears and pain in her jaw. Joe was unaffected by the bouncing of the aircraft, however; his fear of heights had traumatized him the moment the wheels of the plane lifted off the ground. What a pair, they both thought.  


     At the Philadelphia airport, Maude rented a compact car, the small two-seater variety, believing that a short stay was in store and no matter what manner of transportation they used, they could stand it for a day. A motel outside of town near the airport advertised low rates and free breakfast, the type place Maude was accustomed to renting on her trips out of the city. It looks a little seedy but what do I care, she thought at the time; I’m not buying the place. 


     Philadelphia had a much larger city police department than Madison, Texas, although if crime statistics were compared, the smaller city had recently been more violent. The population of Philadelphia required many more uniformed cops to drive the different beats, keeping the peace among both the cream and the detritus of society.  


     Joe had lived in Philadelphia when he was a kid, traveling the road with his father the career soldier. The streets looked familiar in the daytime hours, but that first night when he and Maude deplaned and began searching for the necessities for the night, he was unsure of the city’s good and bad sides. A few feet into the door of his motel room was enough to assure Joe that he had picked the wrong side of town after Maude asked his opinion of where they should stay. The place was run-down, dirty, and had some dark stains on the carpet that appeared questionable to a homicide detective. 


     Maude checked her room, pulled back the brown coverlet and inspected the sheets. She grimaced a little and then headed for the door. Joe thought she was leaving, but it wasn’t that simple. The manager’s office was across the parking lot from their room, catty cornered from the driveway that entered the property. At the side of the office was a room with an opened door where the housekeepers kept the replacement items for the rooms. That room was where Maude was headed.  


     Hardly any time passed before she returned with an armful of towels, sheets, and a bottle of some kind of spray. The woman was not smiling. In fact, she had a lip-lock on one of her cigarettes, the smoke curling from the side of her mouth as she plowed across the parking lot, her eyes blazing with the fire of indignation. 


     “Here, Joe,” she said, poking one of the two bundles she carried into his arms. “Do yourself a favor and change your sheets. I doubt yours are any cleaner than mine. I spotted a whole family of roaches having a picnic under the covers of my bed. Soon as I’m done with the roach spray, you can have it. If it doesn’t kill them outright, maybe it’ll drown them with time.” 


     “I’m sorry Maude,” Joe said with his hands full of sheets. “This place is really bad. Maybe we can target practice later and knock out a few of the unwanted creatures. I’m just guessing, but we are probably on the wrong side of town.” 


     “It’ll be okay for tonight,” she said. “Tomorrow we’ll try to get out of town before night. Our flight is scheduled for the evening, and I hope we don’t have to change it. Let’s get this done and go find a place to eat.” 


     The two detectives drove around until they found a decent-looking chain restaurant advertising twenty-four hour service. Food was surprisingly good in the diner, upping Maude’s mood a little. After the meal she sat back in the booth, content to smoke, watching the cars on the street, lost in her thoughts. 


     “Joe, did you ever ask yourself if what you are doing is the right thing? You know, the way we have to go about the job, sometimes making a lie sound like the truth, just to get to the facts.” 


     They sat in the booth of the diner, both of them tired and apprehensive about the upcoming trip to the Porcelain Worx factory. Joe looked thoughtful for a minute, nodded his head and agreed. 


     “Sometimes I feel real bad,” he said, adding an off-color word that surprised Maude. “But I think about those dead women, the way they were tortured or strangled, the pain they must have felt dying, and it doesn’t bother me anymore. Getting the answers we need to find the persons doing the killing is worth whatever it takes. Those women deserve that from me, and I’ll take the knock to my conscience for lying or being deceptive to find the killers.” 


     The bed in Maude’s room was lumpy, testifying to the many bodies that had lain upon it. She tossed and turned for a while, slept a little then got up and sat on the end of the bed, smoking. Her arthritis was worse in the night, the joints of her knees recalling every time she had chased someone down and hit the ground, pounding her kneecaps with concrete, wrestling with a perp who was trying to get away. She was good at what she did, and if it meant pummeling someone until he gave up enough for her to handcuff him, then amen to painkillers, because she would take them later when the suspect was behind bars. 


     Maude was no sissy-girl, she was a police officer and most of her aches and pains could be traced back to the many people she wrestled with and took into police custody. All that and two ibuprofen every four hours for the pain was the payback.  


     On that night before chasing down the best lead yet on the brutal killer who took Mary Ellen’s life, Maude was pensive, questioning her ability, hoping she still had what it took to trap the man. Joe would be a great help. He was inexperienced, but seemed to have a real knack for getting through to people. They would need all their skills before the woman-killer was put away.  


     The street lights shone upon the cars traveling back and forth from the south side of Philadelphia, their windows wet with the recent rain that poured down on the motel roof and the surrounding streets. Maude’s joints were always more painful when the rain was coming, she should have known there would be wet streets before morning. 


     Fitful sleep with nightmares plagued her during the night, but at least the sheets were clean and bug-free. When morning finally came the sky had cleared, leaving a humid day ahead. The first place on their agenda was the police department, to show respect for the chief of police by acknowledging his authority in his city. It was considered proper police etiquette to appear as visitors, stating their mission.  


     Of course, all secrets would not be told; however, it was good to tell enough to have the local cops on their side if they should need them to respond. An angry police chief was not always the best friend an out-of-town cop could have, especially if the cop had been the cause of the anger. 


     The drive downtown to the Philadelphia Police Department took about twenty minutes and the trip took them through much better real estate compared to the place where they had spent the night. Parking was hard to find around the city square, but after a few minutes, they got out of the two-seater and made their way to the watch commander’s office. The two detectives showed their identification and were briefly greeted, given some strong coffee, and showed into the shift sergeant’s meeting area. The day had already begun, cops going out on their day’s assignments, clerks busy at computer desks and copy machines; the hubbub of big city law enforcement reminding Maude of Chicago. 


     A cursory report was required from the out-of-towners, ‘state your business, please’. Maude spoke up, eyeing Joe. “Sergeant,” she said to the duty supervisor of the day, “we’re here to visit a factory on the outskirts of your town. There’s a suspect in a case in Madison, Texas that we believe works there. We hope to find out more about the individual and question him, if possible.” 


     “Fill out the form,” the bored sergeant said, never looking up from his desk. “You understand that the Philadelphia Police Department has jurisdiction in all cases happening within the city limits. Contact the Watch Commander’s office should you become involved in any incident requiring the use of firearms. Sign here.” 


     The door to the sergeant’s office closed behind them, almost catching Maude’s heel. 


     “‘Not in any hurry to get rid of us, was he?” She asked, with heavy sarcasm in her voice. “Is it me? Lately I’ve been thrown out of a sheriff’s office in Buena Vista, Texas, and now a sergeant in Philly hits me in the rear with his door.” 


     “Don’t pay any attention to him,” a voice called out from across the hall. “Come in, have a welcome-to-Philadelphia drink.” 


     The voice belonged to one of the detectives in the homicide section, a familiar area to Maude and Joe.  


     “Name’s William Page, but my friends call me Bill. Don’t judge us all by that guy over there.” he said, extending his hand first to Maude and then to Joe. “What’s your poison, soda or water?” 


     “Water’s fine,” both detectives said at the same time. 


     “Where you folks from?” Bill asked, pointing to a couple of chairs in his office, extending water bottles. “Have a seat, tell Uncle Bill your troubles,” he finished with a grin across his wide friendly face.  


     Bill was about sixty-five, Maude figured, getting ready for retirement, no doubt. Not trying to make any points with anyone. She thought he was kind of handsome, tall like her, but a little heavy around the middle. Not too bad though, brown eyes, wide mouth, small mustache, strong chin. She found her fingers were unconsciously smoothing the stubborn curls around her face, presenting a better picture of herself to this man. Oh well, she thought, the minute I open my mouth it’s all over anyway. Men don’t seem to care for my type of woman; they’re looking for the quiet, submissive girl who doesn’t know enough to pull a grass burr out of her own foot. Has to have a man do it for her.  


     “Maude Rogers,” she said, sticking out her hand, introducing herself. “And this is Joe Allen, my partner. We’re homicide detectives from Madison, Texas, looking for a man on the Porcelain Worx sales staff. Need to ask him some questions about a case we’re working on back home.”  


     “Pleased to meet you, Miss or Mrs. Rogers,” Bill said, giving her an admiring glance. 


     Maude was a little flustered by Bill’s attention, but put it down to his natural friendliness to strangers. Still, she thought, it was nice to have a little male appreciation now and then. 


     “Mrs. Rogers, but you can call me Maude. Nice to meet you Bill.” 


     “Wonder if you could direct us?” Maude continued. “Was hoping to ask the sergeant over there, but he was too busy to be bothered.” 


     “Yes ma’am. I can do that. Matter of fact, I can show you if you like; I’m headed that way myself. Have to pick up a birthday cake for a party tonight.  Store’s on the way. You could follow me.” 


     The little two-seater was parked away from the Cop Shop, about a block down the street. By the time Maude and Joe got back to the car, she had smoked half of a cigarette, and was a little winded. 


     “Ever think about quitting those things?” Joe asked, casually. 


     “Ever think about shutting your trap?” She replied, looking his direction. 


     “You’d have more breath if you quit,” he said, “might need it before Bill is through with you.” After that, Joe looked innocently around the city square, pretending an interest in any view that took his attention away from Maude’s face. His green eyes sparkled with amusement, knowing that Maude’s wrath would be coming back at him. 


     The police car Bill drove was a new model, without any dents or dings, a sleek blue vehicle that was easy to follow on the freeway going west. They could have used a GPS direction finder, but with Bill leading it was a sure thing they would find the place. Joe had a real affinity for understanding electronics, and could no doubt have found where they were going, given enough time. They needed to hurry though and get the job done to catch their flight back in the evening. 


     Maude had no thought that the man they sought was in Philadelphia, She believed him to be nomadic, with a central home base that he returned to when he felt the need to put in an appearance. That belief was based on his movements of late. 


     “I’m getting hungry, Maude.” Joe said, leaning over from the driver’s side of the car. “Think we can get food on the way, maybe a burger?”  


     “Fine by me, let’s see where Bill drops off the freeway. Maybe there’s a fast food joint there somewhere, been a long time since last night’s dinner.” She was in agreement after listening to her stomach growl for the previous half hour.   


     Bill pulled off the freeway at a gas station exit, and stopped the car. He walked back to the two-seater, looked it over for a minute, then leaned into Maude’s window. 


     “Your department on a real tight budget?” He asked, the corners of his mouth slightly upturned. 


     “We figured we’d catch some flack about our choice of vehicles,” Maude replied, “But from everything we had heard, you men up here measure your cars by the size of certain parts of your body. Joe said the auto service didn’t have any limos to match his. Besides, this one works just fine,” Maude said, tilting her head back, looking into the warm brown eyes of Detective Bill Page.  


     “Maude Rogers, I think I like your style!” Bill said, laughing. “This is where I get off the freeway. You stay on till the next exit, then go over the top, and follow that road for about two miles. You’ll run into Porcelain Worx. Not far off the freeway.” 


     As the Philadelphia police detective walked away, shaking his head, still laughing, Maude and Joe began looking around for a fast food place near their location. Down the service road a breakfast cafe and burger joint advertised its fare on a neon sign, and Joe drove there, pressed on by hunger. 


     The eatery had several tables and chairs, an order bar, and an outside drive-up where mush-mouthed voices could be heard asking consumers for their orders. Choosing to eat in the building rather than struggling with a dripping burger in the small two-seater, the two detectives sat down inside after placing their order. Outside the building a parking lot with several shade trees overshadowed cars whose occupants dipped fries in catsup and slurped sodas out of Styrofoam containers. Joe sat at the table, drumming his fingers on the surface, taking the occasional drink from his cup 


     “Maude, what are we going to do if we don’t find him out here?”  


     “I don’t know. Keep on till we get a lead. The only thing we can do,” she answered, keeping her eyes on the parking lot. Several cars had departed, their occupants dropping trash from the car windows into a receptacle at the end of the parking lot.  


     “Good to see Philly residents appreciate their clean roadways,” Maude said. “I’m going to step outside and smoke one while we’re waiting.” 


     The building was fairly new, plastered in brown and cranberry colors, with lots of glass and aluminum, catering to the more youthful crowd. A playground was attached to the rear of the building, tempting parents to give their small children permission to run up plastic stairs that led to long winding tubular slides. The squeals from the kid’s area were reminders of days and years gone by, back when Maude was younger, when life was less complicated.  


     The high red roof on the playground was connected to the outside screened-in walls with bright colored beams, the safety of the children a must for the construction design. Maude walked around the property, smoking and thinking, finally returning to the entrance where she saw through the window that her food was on the table. Pitching her cigarette into a butt can, she headed toward her burger and fries to eat and contemplate the upcoming few hours. 


    

      


    


  




  

     Chapter 18 


     He was frantic, his hands shaking, the acid in his belly sending burning signals through his esophagus, a side effect of the tomatoes he had just consumed and the panic in his chest, his scarred and damaged intestinal tract reacting to stress. The visor in the rent car was pulled all the way down, but he felt her eyes searching for him, knowing too much. 


     She is here, walked by me sitting alone in the car, but did not see me! His hair was blonde now-a short crew-cut. Glasses covered his eyes, set low on the bridge of his nose. But she will know me if she sees. Must get away. 


     “Mother, how did you find me?” He asked, saliva dribbling from the corner of his mouth. “You weren’t supposed to find me! You’ve ruined everything now! I can’t go back, can’t finish. I am so angry with you!” 


     He talked to himself more now, the weight of his work heavy, so much to do. Mother had found him, found his place, his identity. She would keep worming around until she knew it all, the things he had done, wetting himself, messing himself. His head would hurt when she hit him with the balled up fist one, two, three times. His tummy would puff up with blue colors, the poop in his pajamas all red; the screams coming during the night when the pain was worse. Bobby began to cry, great tears falling from his eyes, his nose running snot, tiny again. 


     The rental car was dark brown, hard to remember; it blended into the traffic within the parking lot. When the tears stopped, the blonde man with the dark glasses in the driver’s seat of the sedan started the engine, gathered his food remains, and drove from the fast food restaurant, dropping his trash in the receptacle before leaving. He was calmed once again, and knew now what he must do. 


    

      


    


  




  

     Chapter 19 


     The factory was easy to find, close to the freeway as Bill Page had said. The place is huge, Maude thought, covering what appeared to be acres of ground with buildings, trucks, and parking lots for cars and other vehicles. On the back side of the property was a railroad spur built for loading shipments of sinks, showers, and toilets going out of town, out of state, connecting to the main freight and passenger rails that sometimes moved with great speed through the less desirous neighborhoods of Pennsylvania.  


     The entry to the main building had a giant sign over the door displaying the letters, Porcelain Worx, Established 1948. The two detectives walked through the huge doors onto a large, open floor of heavily shined tiles. Replicas of toilets and sinks dated from 1948 through the rest of the century and into the next were placed in strategic spots around an atrium. Fountains flowed from porcelain sinks and even from one bidet, the overflowing waters bubbling into a porcelain floor drain where it  re-circulated to do it all again. Maude thought it all too bizarre for her tastes. Joe stared a minute, and then turned his eyes to the large, black, porcelain counter where a very attractive woman sat busy behind a computer screen. 


     She was a redhead with brown eyes. Sitting in an ergonomically designed office chair, her attention was on the two detectives, who as far as she knew, could be potential buyers. Maude decided to cut to the chase and showed her identification, asking to see the personnel manager. She realized a corporation of that size would have a human relations department, but she hoped to see someone who oversaw the whole section. They were directed by the receptionist to have a seat in the section of chairs near the atrium, where they could listen to the sound of bubbling toilet water and admire all manner of porcelain products while they waited. 


     Joe sat for a moment and then returned to the front reception area and spoke for a short time to the redhead who smiled a lot, obviously flirting with the detective. Maude watched all that from her chair, then lit one of her unfiltereds causing the redhead to take her eyes off Joe and look with horror at the curling smoke in the otherwise sterile room. When it was time to shake the ashes off the cigarette, Maude thought for a minute how appropriate it would be to drop them in one of the bubbling toilets.  


     Instead, she walked to the coffee area located near the front reception desk and picked up a used cup that someone had left behind. She doused her ashes and continued to smoke, leaning against the coffee bar. Helping herself, she took some of the coffee that came in little tubs, and placed them placed in a machine that added water and produced a small cup of brew. The coffee was particularly good even though there wasn’t much of it in the cup. She decided that when she got back home, one of her stops was going to be the big box store where they sold the machine. It would be a welcome change from burned coffee at the Cop Shop. 


     Looking at her watch for the tenth time produced greater ire in her than the ninth time had done. She knew what the slow-no was all about, knew how it was done in big business. Make people wait long enough and they would give up and leave. Of course, they didn’t know Maude Rogers. Without delaying any longer, she strode to the black, shiny counter where the redhead worked, pulled her shield again, and spoke very softly. 


     “Young lady,” she said, “If I don’t get someone out here to talk to me within the next five minutes, I will be leaving, but I will be back with a search warrant for a person I believe works for this establishment. At that time, there will be several deputies who show up, marching into offices right and left, disturbing the toilet and dishwashing business so bad it’ll take a week to get things settled down again. How do you think Mr. Worxslaven will like having a week of production shut down because you didn’t put enough importance on a genuine police detective’s request for an audience? Now, I’m going to go back and sit down for four minutes, and if no one shows up, then I, and that handsome detective you’ve been mooning over, will be out the door.” 


     The poor girl had obviously been given instructions on how to handle nosey people who had no intention of buying. Maude suspected that supervisors routinely coached all front desk people regarding visitors. The receptionist had no clout to push for a meeting, but it wasn’t beneath a good cop to use a little fear tactic now and then. She hoped their trip had not been a bust. Without corroboration from the corporation’s personnel files, the detectives had no way to find the suspect or to know his identity. Maude believed she could positively identify the killer if she saw his picture.  


     Her butt was getting numb from sitting. It had been another three minutes and she was about to get up and give Joe heads up that it was time to go. A door opened near the receptionist’s post and a short, dumpy woman with nondescript gray hair stepped forward, motioning for Maude to go with her. 


     Following the woman down the hallway with Joe by her side Maude felt some hope where before she had none. Her thoughts wandered as she watched the dumpy woman’s butt cheeks waddling in front of her, curious for a minute if her own skinny butt cheeks waddled. Men might find that attractive, she thought, probably Bill Page liked a good waddle. Wait a minute, she thought, why am I thinking of men right now? One minute I’m being hopeful we might have caught a break with this perp, the next I’m thinking of butt waddling. Maybe I’m sick, maybe brain cancer. 


     “In here,” the woman said unsmilingly. She opened a door and indicated three seats and a computer before taking the ergonomic chair near the large, lighted screen for herself. Wasting not a minute of her time, the woman tapped on the keys of the unit, bringing up a company logo and the place for a password and login. 


     “Who do you want to know about?” She asked. 


     The name tag on the woman stated that she was Dora Appleton, HR Specialist and the haughtiness of the woman indicated that her tenure with the corporation had been lengthy. 


     Maude thought for a minute, letting the woman sit and stew.  


     “Why, everyone, Miss Appleton.” 


     The HR specialist sputtered for a minute. ”You can’t mean every employee!” 


     “Yes ma’am, I believe she does,” Joe said in agreement with Maude. 


     Maude decided to stop being difficult and toned her request down a little. 


     “Miss Appleton if you would just shoot us a list of all employees and their pictures, we’ll look them over and hopefully find the one we are searching for. Does that seem more doable? Truth is we think we’re looking for a man, but with cosmetic surgery availability, it’s difficult to be certain.” 


     The list that spit out from the printer had over fifteen hundred names, from the oldest board member to the lowliest janitor; all were there, with pictures for most. Approximately thirty percent of employees did not have a photo on file; the rest of the photos were of both genders. Joe took half the list and Maude took the others. They had both seen the man at Mary Ellen’s, and felt confident they could identify him from a picture. 


     The conference room where they eventually settled with the load of personnel files was bigger than Maude’s whole house. A long table in the middle of the room, surrounded by comfortable chairs, was the place the board members met to discuss business. Dora provided bottled water and coffee for the detectives, but told them that under no circumstances was smoking allowed. The remark received a grumbling assent from Maude who had considered lighting one of her unfiltereds. 


     “Caught me just in time,” she mumbled aloud. 


     The files had limited information on them due to privacy issues in the workplace-a priority in all businesses. After the picture was the name, length of time the individual had worked for the corporation, and the list of assignments, including the current job location of the employee. The files were in alphabetical order, the individual folders neat and orderly. The enormous amount of names was overwhelming until they divided them and began the long, arduous task of identification, 


     Maude had the M through Z files spread out, peering at the pictures through her reading glasses. Each photo was scrutinized carefully, for Maude knew that the killer was too smart to have presented himself undisguised that night at Mary Ellen’s door. Female employees were considered because of the many possibilities for deception by someone intent on fooling the world. Maude was convinced the perp was a male, yet to the rest of the society, he may have been appearing as a female. It could have happened. 


     After three hours, she had three possibilities set aside for more consideration, one female and two males. Joe said he had four to be looked at, all males. Maude had the sketch that was done by the police artist, its generic qualities due to the semi-darkness that night. What Maude remembered was the arrogant attitude and longish dark hair. His eyes had appeared dark, but she hadn’t been suspicious enough to make certain while she spoke with him. Hindsight being perfect vision, Maude later saw clearly that she had been played. 


     Joe got up and got coffee for them both, the flavorful brew made from the little tubs. Even more, Maude was determined to get one of those coffee brewers. Maybe the Cop Shop would buy them. Never happen, she thought.  


     Lunch time had been over for a long time, but she still felt bloated from the fast food. She felt the onset of gas after sitting for a long time in the same spot with the addition of several cups of strong coffee. I hope it doesn’t embarrass me, she thought. 


     Random thoughts raced through her brain when she gave them free reign, as now when the critical process was at hand. To sit and stare with concentration often made for a wrong identification. A clear mind, a quick glance was her best way for finding the right person among the others. 


     Lining all the pictures in careful rows, the two detectives looked them over singularly then  chose four each from their line-up. Even if they were sure of one, they had to choose three others that could be the man. First, Maude left the room and Joe chose the ones that he believed could be the killer, wrote their names on paper and covered it with his hands when Maude returned. Then it was her turn to choose four and write them on paper. Next they compared their choices. Of the four names chosen by each detective, they had to choose two each out of the lot. They ran through the process again, only that time they each chose only one photo each. When the comparison was over they had both decided upon the same one. 


     The man in the picture was very young with longish dark hair, acne, and thick glasses. The name on the folder was Robert Elridge Dawson, an employee of the company for the past twenty-one years. His current assignment was listed as the southern and central states, as well as some freelancing in the northern Rocky Mountains. A bell dinged in Maude’s head for a minute, some memory that scattered when she tried to reclaim it.  


     She turned the photograph over. It was old, dated twenty years earlier with no current pictures available. Maude grimaced, knowing how that happened. Each time human resources would ask the employee for an updated picture, Dawson managed to be out of town or ill, any excuse to avoid altering his personnel file. Like a liar that constantly has to remember what he said the last time, the criminal was always on guard to avoid detection through photographs.  


     The address in the file would be an old one also, but it was a start. Maude just had to get it out of Dora without the time consuming request for a search warrant of the personnel file. That was definitely the place for Joe, handsome detective with the flashing green eyes. Only Dora would not be the target. The redhead in the lobby would secure what they needed from her access to files. 


     Joe smiled a little when Maude told him his next assignment, and she could understand the magic that the young man might work on an admiring female. She had no doubts about his work as a detective, he was learning fast, but his ability to finesse information was about to be tested.  


     Without any further ado, Joe left the conference room with the picture, and was gone for about fifteen minutes before returning with a small slip of paper, a lipstick smudge on his collar, and a grin etched on his face. 


     “Joe,” Maude said, “I should be ashamed for encouraging your disrespect for women, but somehow I don’t think I have to worry.” 


     “No ma’am, it’s all in the job,” he replied, his green eyes dancing in the light.   


     “What time does she get off?” Maude asked. 


     “Too late, we’ll be gone by then,” Joe said regretfully. “She is really very nice, pretty too.” 


     The address was old, never having been updated either, but the starting spot for them was in Oklahoma, just outside Mehan, a township in the middle of nowhere. Maude believed the address might have been one of the many locations used by the killer, but it was her hope that someone would remember him. She noted from the sales territory assigned to Dawson that he had plenty of reason to be in both Chicago and Texas over the last several years. 


     Maude spoke to Dora Appleton, asking for any information about the salesman that was available. No mention was made about the girl in the front reception; she saw no reason to cause difficulty for her. She assured the woman that time was of the essence, and that it was imperative that she and her partner find Robert Elridge Dawson, who was wanted for questioning about a crime that had occurred in Texas. Dora was more than willing to do what she was allowed to do without a search warrant, but was unwilling to break any confidences protected by the law. 


     “Get me a list of all his clients, when he last sold anything to anyone and where he seems to hang his hat the most, also any phone numbers he may have given you. There has to be some way you get in touch with this man when there is an order screw up,” Maude told the woman. 


     Dora Appleton nodded okay and replied that if they were willing to wait, Mr. Dawson was expected in that same day for new product introduction. 


     Both detectives were astounded!  


     “Here, he’s coming here today?” They both asked simultaneously. 


     “Yes, we were notified that he would be here by five-thirty this afternoon for an after-hours meeting.” The woman seemed overwhelmed that an employee was wanted by the police, and tried to make excuses for him. She said that the salesman was surely innocent, having done nothing illegal, and she also hoped they would not involve the corporation in their police work. 


     After getting as much information as Dora would part with, they  insisted on speaking with Dawson’s sales manager. The man’s name was given, and Maude wrote it down in her book, nodded her thanks to Dora Appleton, and motioned to Joe that she was going out front to smoke. While outside under the shelter of one of the signs, Maude lit and smoked her cigarette, thinking of the strange situation. They had arrived on the same day the suspected murderer was due in. That put a new spin on things.  


     Dawson’s sales manager was a short, twitchy, man who introduced himself and shook hands with both detectives. He said his name was Claude Dwindle, an employee of the porcelain business for about twenty years, starting out in the business office. He had just been moved to the sales and supply department.  


     “No,” he said, “I haven’t met Robert Dawson, just talked to him on the phone once in a while. Orders come by fax so there’s no need for seeing his face, but it’s supposed to happen today. No, I don’t know where Dawson lives. Human Resources can give you that information. Now if you have no more questions, I must get back to work.”  


     The detectives were becoming frustrated with the blasé attitude the corporation had about who sold their goods. 


     The employee entrance to the building was at the back parking lot, a much smaller opening than the ostentatious front doors. Near the back entry was a closet-sized room often used for quick lunch breaks. Inside the tiny room was: a small table, two chairs, a coffee pot and a small built-in refrigerator. The detectives chose to wait there for Dawson. Too much time had passed already for Maude’s taste; the flight they were scheduled for was early in the evening and would need changing to a later departure.  


     She said to no one in particular, “I hope we catch this guy before the day is over. That personnel woman said that Dawson will report to her office when he comes in. He’s supposed to be here for yearly insurance and contract renewal.” She continued after yawning. “Wish I had slept more last night. I’m bushed. I’d be surprised if he shows up. Just a feeling,” she added as an afterthought. 


    

      


    


  




  

     Chapter 20 


     Two hours, several cups of coffee made from the little tubs, and a quarter pack of unfiltereds later, Maude was buzzed from the numerous infusions of high-grade caffeine and ticked off that Dawson wasn’t going to show up. She tried calling the number that the HR lady had given them, but an automated voice said that the number was either changed or disconnected. 


     “He may have a contact in the building. It wouldn’t be the first time that guys like him worked with someone else, someone who would always cover for him,” Joe said. “Maybe one of the women he keeps on a long leash.” 


     “Let’s go,” Maude said. “I’m going to call downtown and get a man out here to watch for Dawson. Probably cost the department back home an arm and a leg, but I’m beat. Don’t think we’re leaving today.”  


     “I hope we have the right guy,” Joe said. “How are we going to catch him Maude? Any ideas?” 


     “Tomorrow morning we take that list of all his clients and start calling. Somebody knows something about where Dawson lives. You can bet the Mehan address is bogus by now if it ever was any good. Dawson would be a fool to give any information that can be traced back to him, but even the most devious criminal always screws up somewhere. It’s usually when he believes he’s smarter than the cops that his ego gets in the way and he starts looking for someone to admire him. Once his secrets are out of the bag, he starts slipping up even more. That’s how we catch him, when he starts believing he’s untouchable, that he can do anything he wants, and he’s safe from detection.”  


     Maude wearily finished her thoughts, “Let’s find a place to stay tonight, preferably one that has a decent bed. My rear end is sore from sleeping on lumps last night.” 


     “If it’s okay with you Maude, when we get settled in I might go out for a while,” Joe said. 


     “No problem. Just be alert for tomorrow in case we find him.” 


     The nearest motel was part of a chain of stores with a reputation for cleanliness and good prices, and had affiliate businesses in several states including Texas. The weary detectives checked in and were given rooms across the hall from one another. Maude immediately ran the bathtub full of hot water and proceeded to soak for a long time, easing the pain of arthritis that had begun plaguing her since late in the afternoon.  


     She called Lieutenant Patterson to report their findings and he gave her the go-ahead to continue the investigation if there was a good possibility of catching the perp. She asked him to get with Alice and run some checks on Dawson. Patterson told her that the two women who were murdered had been identified through Interpol, and he would see that she got a copy of the info. The women were illegals from Mexico, and had been working the streets of Madison for a while before they were killed.  


     Also, the thumbprint from the rooftop crawlspace belonged to a petty drug dealer who had frequented the building on East Avenue. Patterson had given the info to Detective Eberhart, who would locate the dealer, Danny ‘Boy’ Parker, and question him about his business on the roof. Maude reminded the boss that the guy had hit her with a sap, and tried to get rid of Joe by chunking him off the roof. 


     “Don’t let him go, boss. Keep him on ice till we get back. That is, if Eberhart finds him. Boy is not usually a bad dude, mostly he’s a petty dealer who was probably running scared, but he knows something about what went down on the fifth floor of that building. Get his knife too. By the way, any news on that kid in the murder building, the one that said he saw the dude with the brown hat?” 


     “Nah, kid’s name hasn’t come up,” Patterson replied. “Must have gone to his grandma’s. Don’t worry about things here, detective. You and Allen get your jobs done and get back to the office. Work is piling up. Yeah, and save all your receipts.” 


     James Patterson was a pragmatic man. When life handed him lemons, he never wasted sugar making lemonade. When the department handed him Maude Rogers a few years back, he thought he had a real lemon. Giving her grunt work had only lasted a while, before long she began taking on bigger responsibilities and always did a good job.  


     The woman was old when she went to work here! Who thought she would last? But she did, and just kept on showing up the other detectives. Came to me through real work experience, passed all the tests, better than any had for a long time. Maude’s got spunk, doesn’t take anything off anyone. He liked that about her, and she was good at the job. Had a nose for finding the real stuff under the horse manure. He liked that too. Sometimes though, he got pressure from the boys upstairs, especially the captain. 


     “Make her life a little harder,” the captain had said. “She’s getting too much attention. Give her something to hold her back. Like this new guy. Joe Allen, a desk man”. They figured that would take Maude down a notch, carrying the desk man. But what the heck, he was holding his own. Fact is, Rogers and Allen are my best team. The boys upstairs screwed up trying to twist things their way. What a laugh!  


     His job was to get results and to keep the Captain and the Commissioner happy and that’s what he strove to do even when it caused his detectives a load of grief. The recent string of murders was unheard of in Madison. Usually there was maybe one or two in a six month period, but five! Jeez. The people in the city were having fits, and wanted the Chief to do something to stop the outbreak of violence.  


     Patterson felt a tremendous amount of pressure to get clearance on the murders of the three women. Case clearance, that was his job, let the D.A get convictions. Homicide found the perps and connected the evidence to them. That was their job. Right now all the money was on Rogers and Allen.  


     Ha! What a lark. Go get’em Maude! 


     The phone number was to a cell, probably an issue from the police department to the men on the street. The detective from the morning meet had given Maude the number to call if there was a change in plans, or if something had gone wrong with the look-see at the Porcelain Worx factory. Dialing the number, Maude thought she would get voicemail, and she intended to leave a priority message for the Philly cops.  


     Her first surprise was that the phone was answered, the second was that Bill Page himself said, “Hello”.  Maude was a little tongue-tied at first, but warmed up after a minute, explaining the situation to the detective. 


     “The fact is, the person of interest we came to see hasn’t shown up, but he had originally intended to make the trip to the factory.” Maude didn’t believe in coincidences. Something had given them away and spooked the man. She asked for an officer to stand by for a couple of hours, and mentioned that if there was a charge for the favor, to bill the department. 


     After the business end of the conversation was over, Bill Page said he would be out and about, the birthday party had been for one of his grandkids, and it was over, so if it was alright with Maude, he would be coming that way, so how about a cold beer? 


     “Sure, a cold one would be nice. I’ve had enough coffee to float a boat, so I’m glad you didn’t offer a cup,” she said nervously, trying to get out of the bathtub without slipping and falling. 


     “See you in a few minutes,” Bill said, and hung up the phone before Maude had a chance to change her mind. 


     “Now ain’t that something. I got a man buying me a beer,” she reflected, drying off from the bath, looking over the wreck of her hair and face in the bathroom mirror. “Been a while.” 


     The knock on her door came too quickly, barely giving her time to dress in some casual clothes before the noise got her attention. 


     “Come in,” she yelled. “I gotta get some shoes on.” 


     The door opened slowly, a man accustomed to the crowded conditions of hotel rooms taking his time getting through the entry, hoping to avoid tripping over a chair or table. 


     “I hope you knew it was me,” Bill said, popping a top on a lite beer. “Hate to think you holler come in, to every knock on your door.” 


     “Just the ones I can see through the peephole,” she said from across the room, pulling on a pair of slippers. “Ah. That feels good. My feet have been killing me for the last two hours. When we catch that so and so, I’m going to hold him personally responsible for my aches and pains since I’ve been chasing him so long.” 


     “Good to see you made it through the day without losing your sweet disposition,” Bill said, handing her a cold one. “Why don’t you tell me about this fella that brought you all the way to Philly? Don’t give me the story you made up to keep us off your tail. What really happened?” 


     “How much you want to know?” She asked warily. 


     “As much as you want to tell, Maudie,” he said with a slight smile. 


     “The last man who called me Maudie is lying six feet under, and unless you’re feeling reckless, you’ll not repeat it. On second thought, we could be Billy and Maudie, if that would make you happy.” 


     “No, no, I can take a hint, Maude. Just sounds so formal,” he said 


     “Then call me sweetheart; that informal enough for you?” Maude said, slinging back the beer can, draining it in two swallows. 


     “You have to keep this to yourself,” she said, getting serious again. “One wrong word and the Feds will be all over mine and Joe’s case and you know what’ll happen .They’ll cut us out of the loop, and we’ll end up doing their work for them while they run around in suits, driving black SUV’s with all five fingers on one hand stuck up their butt, hollering “which way did he go”. 


     Bill almost dropped his beer he was laughing so hard, agreeing with Maude by nodding vigorously. He had been there before and knew just what she meant. “Not a word Maude, not a word.” 


     “Well it all started over eight years ago in Chicago when I worked for the PD there. We had a killer that the press stuck a moniker on, calling him the ‘Heartless Killer’, because he killed four women and cut out their hearts, sewed them up and froze them. But all the killings were done in different places. 


     “He took out my partner with a rifle. Used a laser, blew his head apart. I got emotional about the killings. Shouldn’t have, but I did. They took me off the case, gave it to the Feds who were more than happy to take it, but some things went wrong. The killer decided he liked me, started sending me letters at the PD. The Feds used me, my boss made me cooperate. They never caught him. I moved to Texas, got a job in Madison and put all that other aside.  


     “Just recently we had some really vicious murders happen and I came up on them. No accident, anyway, he’s back and he’s been busy. Killed two women and sexually assaulted and killed a man. He kidnapped my renter, a sweet girl of twenty, tortured and killed her, left her in a cold cave down in Buena Vista, Texas. We found her too late. This madman has gotten more erratic. No more hearts, now he takes random body parts: eyes, tongues, breasts. Horrible. 


     “He’s fixed on me for some sick reason. Hurting a girl I really cared about. He knew it.” Maude was out of breath from telling the story. 


     “Anyway, we found out by just dumb luck, who he works for, and now we know his name, or at least one of them. Robert Elridge Dawson, from Oklahoma, worked for this company a long time. He was supposed to show up at the factory today-it’s the main office. Kind of a meet and greet with the bosses, renewing contracts. He never showed and I think something gave us away because he never called to say he wouldn’t be there. Just didn’t show. 


     “So what do you think Bill Page? Do we have a runner? Am I a crazy old woman for trying to catch this madman? Think I should shoot a note to the Feds and let them find him?” 


     “Dang, Maude,” Bill said after swallowing the last of his first beer, “if this life was easy, we’d all drink more beer and feel like champions. Fact is no matter what happens, he’s playing to you, and until he’s caught, you’re caught. Getting the Feds involved won’t take that away. You’ve seen that already. Know why he’s focused on you?” 


     “Not a clue. I wonder where he was for the last eight years. What kept him from his butchering? Or did we miss something? Maybe he’s been busy in other places. Maybe he got his focus off me during those years and on someone else. That could be important.” 


     “You know, Maude, I’d like to help you with this case if I can. But right now, can we talk about something else?” Bill asked, throwing his empty beer can. He popped another top before the first one hit the trash can. 


     “Sure,” Maude answered, a little outside her comfort zone. “What do you want to know?” 


     “Well,” her visitor replied, getting comfortable on the small sofa in the corner of the room, “Is there a Mister Maude back home?” 


     Grinning a little, she answered back, “No mister, just me, a worn out old detective who lives alone with a pack of unfiltered cigarettes, a gin bottle, and mornings of regret for the nights before. Gin doesn’t treat me fairly anymore; hurts me the day after. And you Bill, anyone waiting at home for you tonight?” 


     “No, Sweetheart,” he said, using the name slyly, “No one waiting; used to be till a few years back. I lost my wife in a car accident. Drunk driver hit her broadside. She never felt a thing, they told me. Hope that’s true,” he added wistfully. 


     “How about another beer?” She asked, joining him on the sofa. “There’s a little store out front of this place. With our thirsts, we may have to get a twelve pack.” 


    

      


    


  




  

     Chapter 21 


     Ridge Roberts, as he was known to most everybody in the social scenes, was a wealthy, civic-minded man, extremely outgoing, and generous with his contributions to causes for the less fortunate. He had moved to Phoenix eight years earlier and settled into one of the more affluent sections near Fountain Hills. With the money from his family’s estate to spend, only the best and the biggest house would do for him and his wife Barbara.  


     Their two children, a boy of eight and a girl of six, were beautiful progeny, their body structures and intelligence pleasing, their youthful repartee well accepted in social circles. Numerous play dates had been arranged by Barb and Ridge for their sweet babies. The best nannies were chosen to accompany them and insure their safety during playtime with other children. Such actions reinforced the adage that money does buy happiness in all forms. 


     Several times a year, and lately much more often, Ridge had business trips that took him out of country, or at least that is what Barb knew. At those times, then she and the children would go to visit Grandmother Stanton in California for a few merry days.  


     To say that Barb made the best of the time alone is accurate, for she did so hate it when the house was quiet, and Ridge was not there to lighten her darker moods.  


     She had just returned from a trip to Grandmother’s, only to find that Ridge was still out of country. Sometimes Barb had suspicious thoughts about his many trips, but when he returned from them, Ridge was always happy, and hugged her affectionately at the oddest times. She adored it when they made love and he squeezed her breasts tightly, sometimes so hard it hurt. Her girlfriends would give anything to have that kind of attention from their husbands. 


     Barb had met Ridge eight and a half years, plus three days, earlier.  She would always remember the day and the hour he walked into her life. She had been shopping, of course, in a very nice store, although really, if anyone had asked her, it wasn’t quite up to her standards. Chicago was wild and parties everywhere, but she had to admit some were off-limits by her standards. There’s that word again, she thought, the last glass of wine making her titter. So many times it was unsuitable for her to attend certain functions that were below her standards. 


     There had been a party at the frat house of one of her friends and she, of course, had been invited, so a new frock had to be found. Usually, her grandmother called the shops and their dresses arrived in smart boxes. Barb would choose the right one for the social affair and the others would disappear. But that day, Barb had decided to venture out and visit the quaint little shop surrounded by other, less charming establishments. 


     “Wow, what a beautiful dress,” the handsome young man had said. “I don’t know if it’s the fabric that is so stunning, or if it’s you who shines with such radiance; if you’ll permit a stranger to comment.” 


     “Thank you, and yes,” she had said, her knees all aquiver. “You may comment with similar admiration any time, Mr...?” 


     “Roberts, Ridge Roberts at your service,” the handsome well-dressed man had said. Barb told him her name when she was finally in control of her emotions, but oh my, he had really made her heart race. Before the meeting was over, she had learned that his mother’s birthday was three days away, and he was in the shop to purchase a silk scarf for her. The sad story came out about his mother dying when he was little, and the sweet man always bought a new Hermes scarf and tied it to her headstone, every year on her birthday. Now a man like that, she thought back then, has standards. That’s why she married him. Of course she loved him too, but finding such quality in a man attracted her first. 


     Their wedding had been a fairy tale of gossamer and white tulle, with the bride looking just like an angel. Barb had to agree with the ones who called her an angel. She just knew that her makeup and hair were styled so artfully that she had ethereal beauty. And her long, white train, with the tiny seed pearls glistening in the light, was spectacular. Ridge said he thought he had never seen a dress so beautiful or a bride so exquisite. 


     Now a few said that Barb had bought a pretty package without knowing exactly what was in it when none of Ridge’s relatives showed up for the wedding. There was no one to speak for or against him, just Ridge and the love in his eyes, but Barb knew that no matter what little sins he might have hidden under the tissue paper, she was happy.  


     If there were a few times since that she wondered about his moods and if sometimes his mind seemed to be somewhere else when he returned from a business trip, well, that was just Ridge needing quiet time. She never understood what he did on those trips; in fact he had forbidden her to ask about them.  


     Once Ridge came home and said he had an accident in a taxi on the road, and that’s how he got blood on his shirt. Barb threw the shirt away and never thought much about it, or at least not very much. She had learned that it didn’t pay to question him about his business or about the quiet times he spent in the attic behind the locked door. He sometimes got very impatient with her when she asked too many questions. 


     There was one time he accidentally drew back his fist and hit her in the stomach, but he was so sorry after, and cried about it, holding her and nuzzling against her-she had to forgive him. He promised that it would never happen again, and it never did. Well, not very often. 


     The children were wonderful, so attentive to their mother, and if they didn’t seem close to their father, well, that was to be expected when a man had to travel as much as her Ridge. The boy, Jason seemed to be afraid of his father, of all things, never wanting to stay with him when Barb had to be away on a social engagement. He was such a mama’s baby, and accident prone, always hurting himself and needing Mama to make it better. 


     Little Alyson was still very young and just as sweet as pie. Barb knew that she was lucky to have her perfect family. 


     Maintaining two lives was difficult for Ridge, wigs and makeup were plentiful, and offered great identity concealers, but his playtime had to be carefully managed because of Barb and the children. His greatest desires were available to him as Ridge Roberts, wealthy Phoenix entrepreneur and family man.  


     Barb had brought her own family wealth and position to their marriage and she had such style and grace, the first time he saw her he knew she would do perfectly. She was sometimes overly concerned with his travels, but a few lessons in mind-your-own-business made her lose interest. He came and went as he chose, sometimes for weeks at a time. While he was gone, the house would be closed down as Barb and the kids went to California to visit her grandmother. The children were home schooled and had no difficulty with the arrangements, often benefitting from the old lady’s influence. The fact that the old woman hated Ridge only made his life more pleasant. 


     The locals of Phoenix were too absorbed in their own philandering to be concerned with the Robert’s household. The party society was always looking for the next high. Not to say they did anything illegal, but whenever the empty-headed decided to do something foolish, the cream of that society floated to the top just like a turd in a swimming pool.  


     Another function was scheduled--an art show. The money would go to help some helpless brats in Uganda needing food or water wells that only rich Americans could provide. The causes were multiple and boring, and the devil knew he hated all that nickel and dime sympathy!  


     The pills helped him maintain the married life and outward calm of Ridge Roberts. Always two in the morning, two at lunch and two at night. Except when it was his time, when the urge was STRONG! Then the pills had to go back on the shelf.  


     Doctor J. E. Martin from Chicago, an MD specializing in psychoanalysis and dissociative identity disorder also known as DID, had been an expert in the treatment. He had formulated a cocktail of pills used in the treatment of personality disorders. His research was on the cutting edge for curing those disorders where the source of complaint was early child/family abuse resulting in traumatic memory shift.  


     “With careful adherence to the proper dosage,” Doctor Martin had advised, “you should be able to keep the condition at bay indefinitely. The medicine is cumulative, creating a barrier to personality crossover. I would be very interested in monitoring your case, if you would allow me.” 


     Doctor Martin had written the prescription with three refills after a thorough examination and a promise from Robert Dawson to report to the psychiatry department head with an update every six months. If any difficulties were to occur in the future, Doctor Martin wanted to be informed immediately. The doctor wanted information about the Dawson family, and Robert had already given him enough of the truth to make a clinical diagnosis, but no more. Ridge remembered one trip to see the doc for a prescription renewal. Bobby was out front and got interviewed because Robert had stepped out. The sniveling little fink wanted to tell ALL but Ridge had jumped in and shut the kid up.  


     The notes to that woman cop in Chicago had been the kid’s doing, and he almost got them caught before Ridge put a stop to it and left the city.  


     He never let the kid out in Phoenix! Ha! They would all be having a crybaby party after Bobby was done with them. Robert would fall out! As it was anyway, the toilet salesman had to work the hardest of all of them, keeping Bobby out of trouble and covering for Ridge. As always, Ridge had all the fun, and it was going to stay that way. (He did all the dirty work too. Like with the curious doc, and all the others that needed hushing!) 


     Right, the two sickies had better play ball or he’d know why! He was tired of carrying them anyway. 


    

      


    


  




  

     Chapter 22 


     Taking a detour to Mehan, Oklahoma was necessary, although Maude believed it would be a useless trip. Robert Dawson was too smart to have screwed up by giving away real, lasting information in his personnel file. The best they could hope for was someone in the small town might remember the man after the passage of years. The greater chance was that Dawson had lied about his residence when he was hired by Porcelain Worx, and had never lived in or near Mehan. It was a process of elimination, determining truth from lies, that sent her on the trip. 


     Maude had to rent a car in Stillwater, Oklahoma, where the nearest airport was located, and the trip brought back some old memories from her youth.  


     She had gone to her mother’s sister in Cushing, Oklahoma after graduation from high school. The change of scenery away from her old man was necessary, even though he had moved out of the house some time before. She was dead-set on leaving, on trying to forge a new life for herself. Leaving her mother and brother were difficult, but she didn’t trust the old man to stay away. Maude believed she would kill him if he so much as touched her.  


     Eighteen years old and freshly graduated from high school in Madison, Maude was green and easily impressed with the size and scope of the university at Stillwater. The school had been much smaller back then, and placed more emphasis on helping individual students than on growing large classrooms. There was a bus that carried her back and forth from school to her aunt’s house, and each weekend she was allowed to drive the old Chevy that Aunt Margaret used Monday through Friday for work.   


     After living with her aunt for the first two years of school, Maude had went for a long weekend with friends at the end of the semester and came home to find a multitude of cousins in the house. They were busy surveying her aunt’s Faberge eggs displayed on a what-not shelf and discussing the possibility of selling all the property and furniture together. They intended to take anything valuable with them, and were packing boxes for the trip. Maude was stunned, first because there was a big group that she didn’t know and second, because she couldn’t find her aunt in the mix of people.  


     A cousin, (she found out later she was related to all of the fortune seekers there) told her that Margaret, Maude’s aunt, died two days earlier, and they had been unaware there was anyone to notify. It must have happened just after Maude left. The family lawyer had found out about Aunt Margaret’s death from a client at the city hospital, and called Margaret’s eldest daughter. Poor Grace was not notified because the families didn’t mix much, and no one knew or cared where she lived. The cousins told Maude they were sorry, but she would have to get in touch with her mother. 


     Maude always believed that her cussing had started then, even though her old man had received his share that one time when she threatened to kill him if he ever touched her again. Not waiting for anyone to explain how all the people in the house were related, Maude went to her bedroom, packed all the items she had brought with her from Madison, and gave her relatives the three fingered salute as she left the house. 


     She took her two suitcases in a cab to the cheapest motel in town where she stayed for a few days through the grief and loss. Grace flew in from Madison for the funeral and bunked with Maude in the small room, each trying to comfort the other. It was a sad time for them.  


     The job on the university campus paid Maude a small stipend, but not enough money for housing. The want ads in the local paper gave students part-time work through a credited program that offered tax credits to employers who hired students. Maude found the list and began looking for part-time work to help with expenses. The determination to finish school forced her to search for work that paid a decent salary. 


     Memory loss in her later years worried Maude and made her suffer sometimes; not being able to recall names or small incidents that were so important when they happened years ago was frustrating. To her best recollection, the ad she had applied for said,  


     Nanny: evenings and weekends. Live on property. Benefits: $100 weekly. Close to University. Telephone to apply. 


     Maude had called and interviewed the same evening with a delicate blonde woman who seemed very distracted as if it was not her first time to search for someone to watch her child. The money was very good, more than Maude had hoped to earn working part-time and going to school. 


      The woman’s name now escaped her memory, although the house and property were still vivid in Maude’s mind. The place had been huge, with marble tile squares in the main entry, and outside, a large portico that sheltered a set of double doors and wide steps leading from the circle drive to the covered area. 


     That day so long ago, the blonde woman told Maude that her job would be to care for one little boy who had just had his third birthday- a sweetheart of a boy who cried a lot, and needed constant reassurance. The child was accident-prone, something was always hurting on his body, but the mother reassured her he would outgrow his carelessness.  


     Maude wondered what happened to the kid after she left. The job lasted three months; until she became afraid for the boy’s aches and pains. She believed the injuries might have come from his parents and had spoken about it to a friend in one of her criminal justice classes, but he told her to back off. The family was very wealthy and carried a boatload of influence. Her suspicion of child abuse would be ignored. In the years that followed she had felt bad about taking her friend’s advice. 


     Maude had given her notice to the family, and to her shame, quickly forgot about the little boy in her amorous feelings for Paul Rogers, whom she met the very next day. Their whirlwind courtship and marriage erased all thoughts from her mind except the man in her life. 


     She had finished her schooling at the university, even after she found out Paul was dead in Viet Nam. The army benefit to wives and children of dead soldiers was a joke, but Maude had received a real surprise after she was married. Her aunt Margaret had a put some money aside, not a big bundle, but several thousand dollars, and she left it to Maude. The relatives were of course furious, but since the account was in a local bank where Maude was the named beneficiary, there was nothing they could do about it except carp to one another.  


     Maude took a moment to gaze off into the tall brown grass that grew along the roadway and into the fields, delaying the memory that finally took her. The dive was deep, into a place she had been avoiding, the hurt still there. 


     She had found out about her pregnancy three months into her marriage to Paul, and even though the news was overwhelming, she was happy. When Paul died she held onto her sanity by thinking about the baby, planning how she would tell him about his soldier father. A few weeks later, he too was gone. The doctors couldn’t explain why the fetus stopped growing within her womb. They expressed sadness and went about their business. She carried the baby for a week without a fetal heartbeat before they took him from her, leaving her empty, with another hole in her heart. 


     School was all she had left, and in the middle of her junior year, Maude changed her major from business to criminal justice. Why it took so long for her to realize what she needed to do was a mystery. Because her old man had abused her for years and got away with it until she stood up to him, Maude knew that she wanted to help other people who were unable to help themselves. If that meant chasing killers to give a family closure and get justice for the dead, then so be it.  


     She became a little tougher with each of her life’s tragedies, and grew more resilient to the pain of loss, but sometimes her mind played tricks, and made her believe she would wake one morning and find it all had been put back right; her husband and their child would be there.  


     After graduation, Maude went to work for a small town police department in Oklahoma and tried to forget her problems, sometimes managing to lose them in the sins of the world. The town was a particularly fight-prone place, recently turning from dry to wet after the city elections. Disturbances broke out all over town as liquor was legally available to anyone over twenty-one. The boys at the Cop Shop told the rookie that the town would settle down after people got their exuberance under control and figured out that money spent on court costs and fines could buy a lot more legal beer. 


     Five years later Maude took a break from law enforcement, returned to Madison and invested her savings in the house for sale down the hill from her family home. Her mother collected the rent from the tenant who continued living in the house and forwarded a check to Maude each month. 


     Still a young woman in her twenties, Maude decided to go to the west coast for a while. Free love was the rage in California, and the beach fronts led to cold, clear saltwater. Working for a while picking fruit, trying to clear her mind of the sad stories from the street and her own sad tale, Maude harvested grapes, and then worked in a coffee house serving hot and cold liquids to heavy-eyed poets in love with their own slick rhymes of war and death. She slung hash in a seaside diner, and learned to pick a guitar by practicing between the breakfast and lunch run. She drank cheap gin, and smoked unfiltered cigarettes and marijuana, but avoided psychedelic drugs. She was afraid of their long aftertaste. She practiced free-love as the hippies taught, marched in protests and sit-ins, sang patriotic songs for the men who had lost their lives in battle, and finally decided that it wasn’t working. 


     One morning Maude woke up hung over in a small room in San Francisco, looked out the window at the sun rising with its pink and orange beauty against the blue California sky, and asked herself (and anyone else that was listening), “What am I doing here?” 


     That was her last day on the West Coast. She was thirty-three years old and she knew that her last few years had been lost in a smoke-filled fog. Hopping a bus to Texas with her one bag of dirty clothes in tow, a tougher Maude Rogers realized that she wasn’t hurting anymore.   


     No one would hire her for police work because of the hiatus in her work record, and the fact that she had spent six years on the West Coast working at menial jobs. Madison had a mayor at the time who had attended the University of Oklahoma with Maude, a friend and confidante and a sincerely interested person who had tried back then to help her fellow student sort out the enormous grief of losing husband and child. When the Mayor found out that Maude was looking for work in Madison, she hired her as an assistant, a kind of catch-all position that proved to be lifesaving for the Mayor and cathartic for Maude. 


     After two years of non-eventful work assisting the mayor, Maude became interested in getting back into law enforcement. She began practicing the skills she set aside many years before. At first she couldn’t fire her weapon and hit a target at all, but she gradually got it back, relearning how to pepper the center ring with each pull of the trigger. The gym offered a place to vent her hostilities and frustration, working muscles that had become soft with so much time away.  


     One Thursday morning, during the new mayoral campaign, Maude was assigned to arrange safe transportation for the entire city council to meet at the end of Bright Street, a low-rent section of the city. Bright Street was in the works for gentrification, making the old look new without destroying the culture of the area. The concept was still new in that part of Texas, although some citizens had already remodeled one rundown area of town and reaped large financial rewards soon afterward. 


     Mayor Denise Royal was a forward thinker, able to see the big picture when improvements were suggested for the city. She often stirred conflicting emotions within the population. The citizenry of Madison  considered the cost of improvements for Bright Street, and some rejected the project altogether. There was one man in particular who didn’t want to see change in his neighborhood. His name was Sam Williams, a fifty-something white male with a balding pate and slightly bucked teeth.  


     Sam heard the Mayor was on her way to his neighborhood and thought he would greet her with his idea of gentrification-an old gun freshly oiled with new ammo. The rifle was a Remington M700, bolt-action, with a telescopic sight, designed to be accurate for civilian or military use. Sam believed it was his right to own guns and even fire them on occasion if the cause was just. He hated that prissy little woman mayor who was trying to raise his taxes, and make it impossible to continue living in his own neighborhood, although his intention that day was to try and scare her away from Bright Street. That was the story he told to police after his arrest. 


     The Mayor’s entourage had just extricated themselves from the police vans that Maude had set up for their travel. Stretching muscles that had begun cramping from the ride across town and shielding their eyes blinded by the late July sun, the various council members were wishing they were back in the air-conditioned offices of the town’s city hall. The feisty mayor, however, was enthralled by her chance to do a good thing for the neighborhood of Bright Street, to help the poor by providing improved city services and better roads. The only way it could be done was by encouraging entrepreneurs to purchase available real estate on Bright Street, and rehab it for sale to upwardly mobile men and women of Madison.  


     Maude took her job as the mayor’s assistant very seriously, and she was always watchful for any kind of disturbance on the streets. Prepared to use her sidearm for the Mayor’s protection that July day, Maude was alerted to a man on the street, hiding behind a trash receptacle. Disgruntled Sam peeked over its rim like a jack-in-the-box, with the barrel of a rifle balanced precariously on the lid of the container. Using her long legs to gather some speed, Maude detached herself from the group and circled around the side street. She stealthily approached the would-be assassin from behind, and placed the barrel of her own gun against his right ear. 


     “I wouldn’t move, if I were you,” Maude said slowly, not raising her voice. “Have you ever seen what a bullet from a gun this size does to the human brain at this close range? Nasty mess.” 


     The gun-wielding terrorist froze in his tracks, and the unmistakable odor of human feces drifted back to Maude.  


     “Did you just mess yourself?” She asked, clucking her tongue. “I’m glad I don’t have to take you in. Bet you’re going to make the folks at booking real happy.”  


     The incident was resolved quickly, with police officers arresting Sam Williams, and Maude being applauded by the mayor for saving her life. After that, her job as the mayor’s assistant seemed more and more meaningless. 


     Maude’s heart was still in law enforcement, especially the murder business, and nothing else seemed that interesting to her. That one time on the street, when the idiot was going to shoot Mayor Royale and Maude foiled his plans was the only time in years that she really felt she was doing her job. 


     On a crisp fall day, about three months later she left work and returned home to find her mother waiting in the porch swing, holding an official looking letter.  


     “This came for you, my dear girl. Did you apply with Chicago Police Department when no one was looking?” Her mother asked. 


     “No, I didn’t apply; didn’t know they were looking,” Maude answered, curious about the letter. She sat down with her mother, gave her a brief hug and opened the letter. “Well I am more than surprised,” She said in a moment. 


     “Maude, what do they want?” 


     “Mayor Royale applied for me; she gave me a recommendation. Seems she knows someone there with influence. Mom, listen to what she wrote, “Dear Captain Anderson, I would like for you to consider hiring my assistant Maude Rogers for your agency. She is the finest person I have ever had work for me and she saved my life recently. I believe she would serve very well as an addition to your staff. Contact her at the address I have included. PS. I would appreciate the favor, John, 


      Sincerely, Denise Royale, Mayor, City of Madison, Texas”.  


     “Well, Mom, I guess this means I might be moving again.”  


     Inside the envelope was a three-page application form which Maude completed and returned to Chicago PD. Within two months she said goodbye to her mother, and moved her few possessions to an apartment near Lake Michigan. Grace took care of renting the house for Maude and once again began sending the rent money by mail each month.  


     That was twenty-three years ago, Maude recollected. Since then, her mother had died, and Maude inherited her grandmother’s house and moved into it, settling down at last, alone with the ghosts of her family. 


     Cushing was a small town in Oklahoma a short distance from Stillwater and the University, and Inman wasn’t but a few miles away from Cushing. Back when Maude had commuted to the university, many of her fellow students lived in apartments or in houses big enough for two or three students. She had been fortunate the first two years to live in Cushing with her Aunt Margaret. After her aunt died, Maude moved to a cheap apartment in Inman, not far from Stillwater. That apartment had been hers and Paul’s home for the short time that they were married. She still had sweet memories that were made in that little apartment. She wondered if the building was still standing. 


     Bringing her thoughts back to the reason she was in Oklahoma, Maude picked up the map and noticed the small town of Mehan was near all the places she had lived or worked during her years in the state. A dull throb was beginning across her forehead, a portent of things to come. A dreadful thought had begun to take root, the seed having been planted by the trip through the nostalgia of her youth. 


     Bobby. Little Bobby. He would be almost forty-two years old today if he survived his parent’s abusive treatment. Bobby, who had loved her fiercely. Could he have fixated on her after the short time she spent as his nanny? How would he remember her, care about her? Or could he be driven by hatred because she left him in the foul mess of his family? 


     The park was small, just a few trees and a concrete table with two rectangular benches, a water fountain and trash receptacle nearby. Maude parked the rental car under the sign that told her the park was supported by the city of Mehan, Oklahoma, and to keep it clean. Shaded by the big live oak tree, she sat down at the table and lit up an unfiltered with her butane lighter.  


     She reminisced for a moment about the time Paul had given her the lighter. He had it engraved with her name and his in a corny heart with an arrow through it. They had been married for two weeks, an anniversary that didn’t slip by her man. God I miss him, even after all the years that have passed since his death. The lighter is like me, she thought, each year more faded with use, but still with enough fire to get the job done. 


     Paul had known about her past, about her father who abused her, and he tried to make up for it in small ways. The cigarette lighter was just one of the many surprises he brought home for her. Her young husband found great satisfaction in delighting his new bride. She always said that if she found another man who made her feel like Paul Rogers had, she would consider loving him. So far, she was still waiting. 


     Time spent with Bill Page kept coming back in her memory, leaving a smile behind, but he was still new to her. She had really felt alive in his presence, something no other man had done in such a long time. Maybe there was something more than a chance meeting for them. 


     The years she spent on the California coast had been mean years, times she would like to forget. She went through men quickly, one after the other, searching for Paul. Since that time most people thought she hated men, but that was far from the truth. The real reason she had stayed single was that she wanted the fireworks again.  


     The tug was too strong to ignore. The memory before Paul, the child that was Bobby, kept coming back with more and more urgency. She remembered the evening when she arrived at the mansion and found the little boy in his bed, crying and holding his stomach. He had blood on his gums, probably from a fall to his face was her first thought. His mother, Isabella, shamed the little boy for his tears, all the while pacing the floor, staring out his bedroom window toward the driveway below. 


     “This boy is so careless,” she said with an exasperated sigh. “I think he looks for ways to hurt himself. Please Miss, take him outside and stop his crying.” 


     Maude had been convinced, or had she? The child surely had severe emotional problems. The mother had tried to make it appear that all was under the boy’s control, from his so-called carelessness, to his tears. 


     Bobby had brightened when Maude told him they were going to see the water in the creek. Certainly a child who was truly hurt couldn’t turn off the pain so easily. Maude had waited till the mother left and then hugged him and told him it would be fine after a little while. That was the day before she left the position as his nanny. 


     Now in retrospect the picture was so clear. Years of police work, of seeing the violence in families where the strong lay hands upon the weak had taught her to see the signs of abuse. Bobby had all the signs, and Maude wondered if he was now living life the way he had been taught.  


     Leaving the park, she turned left, and began to drive, remembering the road to the mansion and the long corridor lined with oak trees leading to the sumptuous estate driveway. Just for the heck of it, she followed the memory, travelling down the once familiar road.  


     The gate code, though surely it had been changed after so many years, had been a simple one; Feldspar, the name given to the big house. Maude had wondered back then if Bobby’s father had studied geology, and thus gave the home its moniker. She punched in the code, expecting nothing; surprised when the massive gate began to open.  


     “Well look at that, I guess some things don’t change,” she said aloud. 


     The circular drive was empty, no waiting or parked cars within the three lanes, but Maude wasn’t surprised. The garage at the back of the mansion was built to hold a fleet of vehicles 


     She parked the rental car close to the mansion and stared at the house, seeing it through experienced eyes, remembering the awe she felt the first time the big double-doors opened, allowing her to enter. How deceptive were the trappings of wealth. Evil can live anywhere, she thought, subsisting in beautiful surroundings or in squalor.  


     Maude now believed that one of Bobby’s wealthy parents might have been the catalyst that created a monster within him. If she was right in her assumptions, the horror in the little boy’s life sent him over the edge.  


     She tapped three times on the brass door knocker and then waited for a short time until the knock was answered by a skimpily clad, overweight housemaid. Maude showed the woman her detective’s shield and asked to speak to the owner of the house.  


     The maid grimaced and lowered her head, “That would be me,” she said. “I am Jean Vandiver, and I own this house. I… was expecting someone else.” 


     “I can see I might have surprised you,” Maude said with a slight grin. “Sorry to disappoint you. I didn’t know the Dawsons had moved out.” 


     “Oh, he sold this house, years ago, after the owners were killed. You probably heard about it. They died in the Rocky Mountains; went over a cliff.”  


     The bell rang in Maude’s head, the glimmer of a memory she had tried to recall in Philadelphia, the couple who died in the mountain accident had made national news. 


     Jean Vandiver appeared to know some of the history of the house and its previous owners. 


     “So who sold the house, some of the family?”  


     “There was no family involved. It was an attorney who worked for a group in Stillwater. The house had been on the market for three months when I saw it. After a few more months we reached an agreement, and I bought it,” the woman told Maude. 


     “No family? What about their son?”  


     “He was somewhere else, and I never met him. But I have the card from the attorney who dealt with the property sale,” Vandiver said, adjusting the flimsy, see-through suit that barely covered her. 


     “Have you seen the couple’s son since then?” Maude questioned. 


     “No, the last I knew he was living out of state somewhere, I think in Arizona. You can probably find out from the attorney. Now if there is nothing else, do you think you could show yourself out while I go and adjust my thong?” 


     “Thanks for the information. Sorry to have disturbed you,” Maude said, turning to leave the house, mentally rejecting an unbidden picture of the woman in a thong. “You have a good day, now.” 


     The trip to Inman was a short distance, not more than five miles. The small towns had grown, bringing their outer boundaries close to each other, leaving very little unpopulated space along the way.  


     She found Robert Dawson’s personnel address easily, just an empty lot where some kids about ten or twelve years old were playing kickball. One of the kids came over to her when Maude called out to him. She had thought he would run off, but he stood about twenty feet from the car, picking his nose, unconcerned. 


     “I’m not going to bother you, I’m a cop.” she said. “Just want to know how long this lot’s been vacant. How long you guys been using it to recreate?” 


     The kid listened to her for a minute and held out his hand. “What’s it worth to you?” he asked, throwing his shoulders back as he had no doubt witnessed some gang banger pose. 


     “How about I don’t get out of this car and kick your butt?” Maude countered, giving the boy the eye. 


     “You old witch, you could probably do it too.” the kid said, grinning. “They tore the house down about four years ago, was going to build something on it, but I guess they forgot about it. Why you want to know?” 


     “Looking for the man used to live in the house. Robert Dawson. Know him?” Maude answered. 


     “Nah. Nobody lived here even before they tore it down,” the boy said. “Empty before I started school.” 


     “Thanks kid. What’s your name?” she queried. 


     “Puddin-tane, ask me again, I’ll tell you the same,” the kid said smart aleck-y, running off. 


     Maude laughed out loud. It had been years since she heard that old retort. Only in a small town, she thought.  


     The lawyer’s office in Stillwater was part of a large, three-story building near downtown. The structure had been there for a while, the architecture old fashioned, but classy.  


     “They better have an elevator in there,” Maude grumbled. “I am not climbing stairs even if I have to pay someone to carry me.” 


     The clock on the dash of the rental car told her that three-thirty was just a few seconds away. Most lawyers made their money early in the day, but she hoped that Johnson and Grimble were still open for business. The name on the business card said George W. Grimble, a stuffed ivy-league shirt if his name fit his personality. Maude came prepared to do battle to get information, but she hoped for an easy victory. 


     The elevator was slow, but at least it worked and was in good condition, the stainless steel shined to a high gloss, buttons cleaned of fingerprints. The cables jerked as it made it to the third floor, the shaft showing its age and use. 


     As she stepped off the elevator, Maude saw the entrance to Johnson and Grimble Law Firm near the middle of the hallway. She looked for a bathroom nearby, but the hall had no such convenience.  


     “Guess I’ll just have to hold it,” Maude said to herself. “I’ll probably get bladder cancer from all the times I need to go pee and can’t. If I was a man I could have just hung it out at the old Dawson mansion. Sometimes it’s tough being a woman. Guess I could wear a skirt and hike it up when I needed to go, but I’d get caught. I can see the headlines-“Madison, Texas detective, arrested in Oklahoma for indecent exposure”. That would be my luck for sure, she thought, laughing for a minute at the idea.   


     The door was just ahead and Maude turned the handle and entered a receptionist’s office that smelled of burned popcorn. The woman behind the desk was in her forties, a little overblown, with orange colored hair and bright-red lipstick. 


     Maude pulled her shield from her pocket and showed it to the woman who was busily picking out burned kernels from her bag of microwaved popcorn. 


     “Do you have an appointment?” The secretary asked without looking up. She talked between bites of popcorn and chewed loudly each time she popped  a new kernel between her lips. 


     “No, no appointment,” Maude replied. “I need to ask Mr. George Grimble some questions about a house he sold for a client. Won’t take much of his time.” 


     “He won’t see you without an appointment,” the woman said disinterestedly. 


     “Would you please pick up the phone and ask him?” Maude requested nicely. 


     “Sure, but won’t do you any good,” the red-head answered, steadily pushing popcorn into her mouth and occasionally choking on a tough piece. 


     “Mr. Grimble, this is Daisy,” she said, after picking up the cordless phone and clicking a number. “There’s someone outside that wants to ask you some questions. She’s a detective. Oh...okay, I’ll send her in.” 


     “Well, you caught him in a rare mood!” Daisy said, finally looking up from the popcorn bag. “Go through the door and turn left.” 


     “Thank you Daisy and just so you know, you have a popcorn hull right up here,” Maude said, pointing to her two front teeth. “And your lipstick is greasy. Might want to take care of that.” Maude said, going through the door, chuckling to herself.  


     “I get’em, don’t I,” she said aloud. 


     George Grimble was not at all what she expected. She guessed his age to be around fifty years or so. About five-feet four and bald in  front, he had a long strip of dyed black hair plastered into a circle from the crown of his head to a comb-over that swept across his forehead, and finally came to roost above his very pink left ear. He stared at her through small, round glasses perched on the end of his bulbous, overlarge nose and smiled sweetly. 


     Thinking that this was her day for clowns, Maude was prepared to hear anything that might come out of Grimble’s mouth. She hoped that at least some of her questions might be answered before leaving the office.  


     “Mr. Grimble,” she said politely, “My name is Maude Rogers, and I am a homicide detective from Madison, Texas, looking for a killer of women.” 


     “But what can I have to do with that?” The lawyer asked. “I don’t practice criminal law.” 


     “No, but you sold a house some years back that I believe belonged to the man I am searching for. The house was the Dawson place outside Cushing, and the suspect lived there when he was a child. Does the name Robert Dawson mean anything to you?” 


     “Miss...Detective Rogers, I have to honor client privileges, and can’t give you the information you want. I wish I could help you, but it is out of the question.”  


     “Mr. Grimble,” Maude said firmly, “there are dead women around central and south Texas that might take umbrage against your refusal to help find their killer. Now that I think of it, attorney-client privileges don’t have to do with public record. I haven’t seen the recorded sale in the clerk’s office, but I’ll bet Robert Dawson was the seller of that property. Of course I can go to the county building and find out these things tomorrow, but you will be saving me some valuable time if you help me today.” 


     George Grimble was indeed a small, unprepossessing man. All his life he had yearned to be taller, with more hair, but of course, that would never happen. He also yearned for tall, slender women whose height made him feel like a bigger man. Maude Rogers cut a striking pose leaning over his desk, her curly hair and blue eyes complementing long legs encased in black polyester slacks.  


     Grimble’s eyes reluctantly left her legs and returned to the white polo shirt Maude wore under a hound’s-tooth print blazer. The wiry strength of the woman pleased him immensely. He wanted her to like him. 


     “Detective, I can tell you that Robert Dawson was still a young man when his parents had their unfortunate death in the mountains of Colorado, and the memories of his life within the house made him even sadder after his parents died. I did handle the sale for him after he moved away. I don’t recall where he moved, but we can look in the files. I see nothing wrong with giving you an address.” He quickly buzzed his receptionist and requested a file be brought to his office.  .  


     Maude was astounded! She didn’t have to get rough with the man. He was actually willing to help her locate Dawson. Immediately she wondered what the lawyer was up to. Maude’s experience with attorneys was blighted by the rude, irascible behavior she had encountered from scum-bag ambulance chasers in both Chicago and Madison.   


     When nothing more was forthcoming from the little man, Maude thanked him for his help, and waited for the receptionist to bring the information he’d requested from archived files, however, things got a little awkward while they both sat silent. Each move she made got a response from the lawyer:  first a smile, then a nod, once, even a wink. She sat down in the chair across from him and crossed her legs, wanting a cigarette.  


     The lawyer continued looking her up and down with approval. Keeping quiet in tense situations had always been difficult for her, and now Maude found herself wanting to hum, or sing, or do something foolish while she waited in discomfort for the paperwork. Instead she turned her head once and caught George Grimble looking at her with unconcealed desire. Maude was flabbergasted. 


     Here I am, she thought, in the middle of a murder investigation, and  a bald little man hopes to have his way with me. Will this dreadful day never end? Unfortunately, her need for the information Grimble had was greater than her desire to ‘bust him out’, so she squirmed under his gaze, and gave him a toothy smile.  


     Within minutes the receptionist entered the office and gave the attorney a page from a thin file that she kept in her hands. Maude took out her notebook and wrote down a city and street in Arizona that Dawson had listed as his home address. Sweating under the collar of her polo shirt from the lawyer’s rapt gaze, Maude wasted no time getting out of the office once she had what she needed. Grimble tried to get her attention as she scooted through the door, but she ignored his request to stay and talk. With not even a by-your-leave, she quickly vacated the building. 


    

      


    


  




  

     Chapter 23 


     The toilet salesman couldn’t get the kid under control at the drive-in restaurant in Philly. For a while it was touch and go. It took Ridge to do it, just like always. Dawson couldn’t tie his shoes without help. The trick was, don’t let them see you looking worried. Draws their attention. That old woman was smart, he’d give her credit. Found them after all his careful planning. He wondered what gave them away. 


     The guy with the dark skin and curly hair in the broad’s rent house. What a ride he was. Personally Ridge preferred real women, but any old port in a storm he always said! 


     Standing in the doorway, looking her in the face, he considered  cutting her nosey nose off and stuffing it in her big mouth. He had been calm, acted upset at being questioned. What an act! Told her what she wanted to hear. He made it up as he went. Thought she would trap him. Stupid cop. Knew what he’d do with her when the time came. 


     Bobby screamed out for anyone to hear. “No! Don’t hurt her. Go away.” 


     “Shut up you sniveling whiner. I’m in charge here!” Ridge was adamant. The kid had to go. 


     It was that way since he was fifteen, a big gawky teenager with acne and bottle-thick glasses. No personality. The kid had needed a woman. He had imaginary girlfriends, sure, but he needed the real thing. Laying down on the levee by the river one day, crying like a two year old,  screaming, wanting to be big and good-looking, not such a putz. Got up and went home, pulled off his clothes in front of the mirror. Wanted to look like his daddy. Wanted to be a stud like the old man! Ha!  


     The picture was on the dresser in the old man’s room; the picture with the white, captain’s hat on his dark hair; him leaning against the mast of the sixty-foot Hunter. Handsome man. Bobby wanted to be like him, loving all the ladies except his wife. Lots of muscle, working out did that. 


     Bobby knew about his daddy’s women. Saw him one day, top down on the car, big-breasted woman, rubbing herself all over him. Bobby was at a stoplight on his bicycle, Daddy was waiting for the light to change. Bobby hid behind another car and listened to the old man talking to the woman. 


     “Elridge, sweetie, where are you taking me?” She had simpered the question, while running her hands through her bleached blonde hair. 


     “You’ve been a bad girl. It’s straight to bed for you,” his daddy had told the woman, fondling her, not caring who saw. 


     The woman giggled as they drove off from the light, neither of them noticing the hungry-eyed boy behind the thick glasses and acne. Bobby had slipped and fallen from his bicycle onto the sidewalk next to the street. All he could do was lay there and cry. 


     The kid had put the picture of the old man on the dresser and stood beside it, the mirror reflecting the failure that lived in the boy’s skin. He pumped up his right arm, looking for the rise of a muscle, hating that there was nothing but fat meat. He wanted to be what the old man was, knowing it was never going to happen. But he wanted it so bad! Bad enough he’d do anything to make it happen. 


     “You can be like him. Better than him.” the voice was strong. Tough. 


     “What? Who said that?” Bobby’s crying stopped. “How can I be like him?” 


     “Let me out. I’m coming out” the voice had commanded, hurting Bobby’s throat. 


     “No, I…am scared.” Bobby whispered. 


     “GET OUT OF THE WAY, LOSER,” the voice yelled. 


     He stood taller, with his shoulders back, his legs spread. Running his hand through his dark hair he pushed it back from his forehead and removed the thick glasses, disdainfully pitching them into the trash can. Without hesitation he went into the bathroom, pulled out the box of contacts that had never been worn and placed a pair in his eyes as if it were a familiar task. 


     Inside the closet a stylish, new red shirt laid next to new basketball shoes. He pulled them from the closet and returned to the mirror, still naked. Staring at the reflection, he smirked at the new image. A loud peal of laughter sprang from his mouth as he yelled, “I’M FREE!”  


     Ridge remembered it well. What a great day it had been to be free of the sniveling kid after living for years in his worthless hide. Getting laid had been Ridge’s first goal. He knew Daddy Elridge got his share of women. He would follow his old man’s example. Take what he wanted and never mind the rest. Nothing was too good for Ridge... Roberts. Yeah, Ridge Roberts. The old man would die if he heard it. The joke was on him.  


     The first girl he met thought she was seeing Bobby, and was prepared to diss him if he looked at her, but something had changed. The guy was taller and better looking with nice eyes. His hair was different too, and even the acne was less noticeable. The girl called him Bobby, but he didn’t act like Bobby, for the next thing she knew, he had his arm around her. 


     Definitely, he was not Bobby. He hurt her a little when he took her under the football bleachers, but she liked his roughness. Afterward she wondered just who he was, and hoped she would see him again. 


     That year Bobby told his parents he wanted to move to a new school.  He liked the idea of public school better than the private academy--more good-looking girls went to regular school. 


     The old lady never hit him again, even though sometimes Bobby wished she would still hug him. The girls he forced to have sex with him often forgave his behavior when he showed special attention to their breasts, nuzzling them until the girls moaned with pleasure against him.  


     No one knew Ridge, except Bobby. It was a secret they both kept protected from everyone, especially family. 


     When Bobby was twenty and needed a cover for Ridge’s extracurricular, and sometimes violent activities, Robert Dawson, the last personality of the trio was invented by the other two. It was mandatory that a calm presence with no wants or desires other than to be successful also lived in the body. Dawson applied for a job in a shoe store and worked there until his parents died.  


     He was immediately hired by Porcelain Worx after convincing them he had the ability to sell a product. He also knew how to keep the kid under control by selling him on being calm instead of crying or whining when he got upset. Dawson didn’t have any real thoughts, it was just the part of Bobby that functioned under pressure and knew how to get along with people. Dawson was a hollow man. 


    


  




  

     Chapter 24 


     Detective Joe Allen was busy after Maude left Philadelphia. His flight home was spent sleeping, trying to catch up on the time he had spent with the redheaded receptionist from Porcelain Worx. At Maude’s request, he had stayed through the next day, being available should Dawson return. Of course, he and Maude both knew that the psycho was not coming back to the factory, and after a few hours, Joe felt he could safely leave and catch an early flight back home.  


     He had an opportunity to see his kids a few days later because his ex-wife was coming into Madison for personal business. Joe didn’t want to know what she was doing. The less he knew about her, the better he got along. Still, a chance to see his kids was worth the forced visit with his ex, or anyone else if need be. 


     The plane arrived on time, but no one was there to meet him. He didn’t mind too much because Susan Lucas kept surfacing in his thoughts, the memory of that one amazing night he spent with her still fresh. He hoped she might be available for going out on the town. The red-haired receptionist had been a nice diversion, but Joe had called it an early evening and left her at the door of her apartment. Just wasn’t in the mood to take it further, even though she had made it plain that he was welcome to stay. 


     Joe had always been a loyal man to the women he dated, always more committed than they were, like with his ex-wife. He had been caught unawares by her need to leave him. He still didn’t fully understand what went wrong with his marriage, but at least he wasn’t still staying home brooding over it. 


     Early the next morning Joe showed up on the job, well-rested after a good night’s sleep. Susan had made other plans for the evening, so he went straight home after work, and then off to bed early to think about the murder cases that needed closure. He still had to interview the husband of Giselle Farouk, the pawn shop owner who had allegedly strangled the homeless woman, Diane Jones. 


     Medawa Farouk voluntarily turned himself into police headquarters the same day that his wife had been taken downtown. According to Fat Frieda, the man had made little of his wife’s statement, saying Giselle was a liar, for he had never touched the woman who was strangled. He also said he knew nothing of a bracelet missing from his shop. 


     Without any evidence other than the wife’s statement, the husband wasn’t held. His wife, however, asked for asylum the next day because she knew her husband was going to punish her for telling the police about him. She still insisted that he killed the woman, even though he had not intended to harm her to that extent. 


     Checking in at his and Maude’s desks, Joe saw the growing mound of paperwork in the tray. Picking the first one from the pile, he saw the report from Interpol identifying the murder victims on East Avenue. The women had been sisters, the oldest was twenty-five and her younger sister was twenty-three.   


     They were identified by the coordinator at the local soup kitchen where the women ate on several occasions when their money ran out. They were working girls who made a few bucks each day giving blow jobs and doing whatever servicing the johns were willing to buy. Pretty girls, most people would describe them, Cubans with a few English words in their vocabulary.  


     The victims had been reported missing by two other women, part of a foursome who split the rent on a one-room flat in downtown Madison. The rent had come due and the two weren’t there to kick in their share. 


     The next report was done by the officer who questioned Medawa Farouk about Giselle Farouk’s statement concerning the Diane Jones murder. Joe would have been surprised if Farouk had confessed to the crime of murder by strangulation. What was needed in the case was hard evidence connecting the murder to him. Giselle Farouk was being held in the women’s unit of the jail and was due to be released on her own recognizance within twenty-four hours. 


     Leaving the pile of reports for later, he headed outside to pick up Maude’s car, intending to drive across town to the jail to visit Farouk, and pay a visit to the sheriff’s office at the same time. His partner had mentioned about jurisdiction at her rent house, and how the sheriff was demanding to be part of the investigation because it was his turf outside PD lines where the body was found,  


     The situation was touchy. Madison County had a small sheriff’s department consisting of several street deputies and a jail that was maintained by corrections officers. As far as Joe knew, there was a shortage of county investigators, other than the sheriff. The best thing he and Maude could do was to stay in the good grace of the county law enforcement official and offer to keep the sheriff in the loop. 


     Giselle Farouk was a mess. She had an acne breakout on her forehead which she said was from stress. Her fear of her husband had her skittish as a deer in a lion cage.  


     “He will kill me Detective Allen, and then he will leave the country and take my children to live with savages. What can you do to protect me?” The woman’s plea was sincere, touching Joe with its raw truth. 


     “We have to find some evidence against your husband, Giselle. Can you think of anything that might connect him to Diane Jones, the woman you say he murdered.” 


     “No...unless he still has the bracelet. If he does, would it help?” Giselle was reaching for anything that could lessen the chance she would have to face Medawa. 


     “It might, if we could find someone who had seen Diane with the bracelet,” Joe said thoughtfully. 


     “Yes, the man at the thrift store knew she had the bracelet,” Giselle  interjected. 


     “How do you know?” Joe countered. 


     “Because he called me about it. The thrift store man said that woman Diane had been in his store, and said she bought the bracelet from me. I told him the truth. She stole it, and ran with it from my store.” 


     “But what made her think that anyone would believe she bought the bracelet from you and decided to sell it to someone else?” Joe doubted what Giselle said, remembering the denial made by the tic man at the Thrift for Profit store.  


     “She needed money and who can say why she would do such a thing. She stole the bracelet, Detective Allen. There was no money from her to me!” Giselle exclaimed. 


     “How can I find the bracelet?” Joe asked. 


     “I know where he would hide it,” Giselle said, nodding vigorously. “You take me to my home when he is not there, and I will get it for you! Find for sure the woman had her fingers on it, and Medawa will go to prison. Yes?” She asked, with a pleading expression. 


     “We’ll see. If we get the bracelet, I can talk to the district attorney and see if there is enough evidence to bring your husband to trial. Then you will testify against him?” Joe asked. 


     “YES,” she yelled.” I will do it.” 


     “Okay, after you get out of here today, call me and leave a message. I’ll call you back,” Joe said. “Then we’ll both go to your house, and you can find the bracelet.” 


     He left the women’s unit of the jail, said his thanks to the officers for allowing him extra time with the inmate and then walked to the sheriff’s office. He missed seeing the man in charge by about five minutes. 


     Joe returned to Maude’s car, hoping that when the Farouk woman called, they could find the bracelet together and put her husband in jail, possibly preventing further crimes. Joe wasn’t convinced that any of what the woman said was true. Women would sometimes file charges against their husbands, accusing them of spousal abuse. When it came time to take the man to jail, everything changed, and the women would withdraw their complaint.  


     Domestic quarrels were the worst calls, according to what Joe had seen happen to his friends. Seldom did the officer involved come out on top. Joe hoped this case turned out okay, but he just didn’t know what to expect. He had a bad feeling about it. 


     The office was busy with several people going in and out, dressed in their best police garb. Joe had forgotten about the promotional ceremony during the afternoon. Several sergeants in the police department were being promoted to lieutenant, and were gathered in the Watch Commander’s office, shaking hands, and giving each other back slaps and congratulations. Joe felt pressured by so many extra people around and decided to go to the small back office normally used for storing of old files. He knew he could work there without interruption.  


     The office was also used frequently by visiting cops who needed a place to write a report. Gathering up the stack of papers that had grown since he left the desk, Joe headed for the peace and quiet of the back room. Once there he began to sort the reports from the ‘in’ tray in hopes of getting most of them looked at before Maude returned the next day. 


     Joe worked diligently for a long while before looking up to check the time. Three hours had passed since he sat down. After reaching in his shirt pocket for his cell phone, he quickly realized it was missing, and he had been out of touch for too long. 


     “What did I do with my phone?” He asked of the empty room.  


     The detective’s offices were empty, the ceremony was over and done with, and most of the staff had gone home. It was four-thirty in the afternoon. Joe couldn’t believe he had been so absorbed that time had gotten away from him. He walked to his and Maude’s desk and saw that his phone was laying there, the flasher on the top corner of the phone’s face blinking to tell him he had a message. He was tired and not thinking straight, and decided to check his messages when he got home for the day, the promise he made to Giselle Farouk forgotten in his exhaustion. 


     Two hours later while sitting in his kitchen, drinking a beer, Joe’s phone rang and he saw a number he didn’t recognize. He answered the call and took a swig of beer as someone asked for Detective Allen. The person on the phone was young with the changing voice associated with masculine puberty. 


     “Yes, this is Detective Allen; who’s calling?” Joe was a little concerned that a kid would be calling him. 


     “Detective, my mother told me to call you. She came home from jail today and tried to call you! She said you were supposed to call her back. Mother told me to tell you she was going to the house and find the bracelet, that she couldn’t wait any longer.” the young person said frantically. 


     “Calm down, kid. What’s your name?” Joe asked, his beer forgotten. 


     “My name is Rashad Farouk and I am twelve years old.” 


     “How long ago did your mother leave to go to the house?” Joe asked. 


     “Two hours ago. My father was on his way to a jewelry auction, and my mother knew she would have enough time to find the bracelet. But it has been too long. My mother should already be back.” the boy’s voice was shaky. Joe could tell the kid was scared but he didn’t have time to soothe him. 


     “Give me the address Rashad. Have you heard from your father?” Joe asked. Busy looking for a pen to write with, he finally found a red one and scribbled the address across the palm of his hand.  


     “No,” the boy answered. “He has not called or come to the shop. My sister and brother are waiting here. My father told me that we must stay here today. I don’t know what to do.” 


     “You got any relatives? Grandmother, uncle, anybody?” Joe asked, pulling his shoes on after checking his weapon and speed loaders. 


     “Yes. We have Grand-mere, my mother’s mother. She lives in a house near the airport,” Rashad explained. “We can go there if my father does not return soon.” 


     “Then call a taxi and leave your father a note. Lock the building and go to your grandmother.” 


     Joe was already in the city car, driving as fast as he could away from his house in the direction of Giselle and Medawa’s home. A premonition of bad things ahead was heavy on his mind combined with a huge load of guilt for forgetting the woman’s desperation. 


     “Yes, we will go. Please find my mother.” the boy whispered before he disconnected the phone. 


     The address the boy Rashad gave was located in the gated neighborhood of a subdivision built about ten years earlier. The property was well cared for: grass mowed, hedges trimmed, the look of prosperity on the face of neighborhood. Joe drove very slowly through the cross streets until he reached 12457, the house number on Beech Street where the Farouks lived. Two cars were parked in the driveway, the hoods cool to Joe’s touch. The front of the house had four large windows that looked out on the front lawn, beige and brown drapes pulled together to shut out the heat of the day were visible through the glass. A large tubular wind chime hung from a post near the entry, its music stilled in the oppressive heat. 


     He had called for back-up when he got off the phone with the Farouk boy, his gut telling him that he needed others there before entering the house. A police car with lights on was making the bend, about to pull up in front of the address, no sirens, as he had had requested. The uniformed officer in the car quickly exited the front seat and pulled his weapon while the cop on the passenger side climbed out and used Joe’s car for cover. Joe motioned to both of the men to meet with him near the front entry to create a fortified assault on the door. 


     “Giselle, are you in the house?” Joe yelled. “Giselle Farouk, open the door please. Your son is concerned about your welfare.” 


     Turning his eyes to the uniformed officers, Joe nodded toward the back of the house and one of them broke away and stayed low under the windows, making for the back door. Joe yelled again, this time he got closer to the door, staying behind the solid barrier that the outside wall presented. 


     Silence greeted them, the kind of quiet that bodes no good. Joe wasted no more time. Grabbing the door knob he pushed inward, creating an opening. There was neither movement nor the sound of voices inside, just the mewling of a kitten somewhere in the house. Joe entered the place with his weapon ready, using the training he had practiced many times in the academy. Somehow the real thing felt different, frightening, the knowledge that someone could be pointing a weapon at his head making him afraid, yet he was determined to plunge headlong into the unknown. 


     The house was large, the front entry hallway leading into a great room where the family would gather, its array of couches and chairs presenting a warm welcome to guests. There was blood on the floor; a small puddle down the hall and several drops leading into another large room. The dark red drops on the grouted tile were smeared by drag marks into the dining room where massive furniture was prepared to seat a small army. 


     In one of the heavy chairs pulled away from the table sat Giselle Farouk, her head turned to one side. Dried rivulets of blood streaked the side of her face, her left ear was slashed and a large gash was cut into her left foot. She was bleeding from both cuts. A dull expression was on the woman’s face as she pointed toward the small breakfast nook across the wide hall, adjacent to the kitchen. 


     The officers, including Detective Joe Allen, moved with stealth toward the eating area with its cheerful yellow-curtained window. On a cushioned bench seat surrounding the highly-shined plank board table lay Medawa Farouk, his head bashed in above the eyebrows. A large aluminum baseball bat lay nearby on the floor, the dent in the metal coated with dried blood. 


     One of the officers approached Farouk and checked for a pulse. He shook his head at Joe. No pulse. 


     “Don’t touch anything.” Joe said then turned and made his way back to Giselle. He stared at her for a minute. 


     “Why didn’t you wait for me?” he asked. “You didn’t have to come here by yourself.” 


     “This is the bracelet,” she said, ignoring the question. She extended a hand that held a bloody scarf. “I found it in his sock drawer. I have not touched it since the woman stole it from the counter. Medawa returned home early and found me in the bedroom. I ran from him, but he grabbed Rashad’s baseball bat and came for me, wanting the bracelet that I had wrapped in my scarf. He swung the bat at me, but he missed, and it flew away from him into the kitchen.  


     “Again I ran away. Medawa cursed and followed me, chasing me into the kitchen. He drew a knife from the drawer and cut my ear before I could get away. Quickly I picked up the bat from the floor and when he again came at me, I swung the bat with all my strength. 


     “When the bat hit him in the head, Medawa fell to the floor, reaching again for me with the knife. My foot was there and he cut me but I got away and fell onto my side. My husband then crawled to the bench and pulled himself there to lie down. He was cursing me all the time. I became weak and stayed on the floor. Later I woke from being unconscious and tried to walk, but I could not pick up my foot. I tried to crawl to the front door but it was too far. Here is where I came to sit and pray. I thought Medawa would get up from the bench and kill me. I have waited here for him, praying that he would not wish to kill me for our children’s sake.” 


     Joe continued staring at the woman, wishing there was something he could say that would make it alright. 


     “Your children are taking a taxi to their grandmother’s and you need to go to the hospital. Afterwards we’ll talk about what happened. I’ll take the bracelet and see if we can get fingerprints from it. I’m really sorry Giselle.” Joe said helplessly.  


     The crew from the lab showed up shortly afterward and Joe watched the ambulance leave with the two bodies, one alive and one dead-the dissolution of a marriage.  


     “I’m beat.” he told the other officers. “I’m going home. Tomorrow is soon enough to think about this. Who’s going to the hospital with her? Ask your sergeant. When you find out, have him call me at home. I need to know when to be in court for the inquest.” 


    

      


    


  




  

     Chapter 25 


     Unlike Joe’s trip from Philadelphia back to Madison, Maude had someone to meet her flight when she came off the plane. Her partner was standing there, looking good, green eyes twinkling, and a big smile on his face. She was really glad for a minute that no one else had been with her in George Grimble’s office. Never would have lived that one down. Joe had just enough foolishness in him that he would have used Grimble’s flirtation to get her goat for a long time. As it was, she was going to catch heck about Bill Page. If not today, then another day. 


     After she had left the lawyer’s office, Maude had called Joe and talked to him about her discoveries in Oklahoma and he brought her up to date on the Diane Jones murder. Maude heard the guilt in his voice when he talked about Giselle Farouk, but she knew enough about men to listen and not make much of it. Instead, she congratulated him on his acute insight, his follow-up at the Farouk house, and the delicate line that he managed to walk finding Diane Jones’ killer. She reminded him that their job was to get closure for the victim’s families and sometimes other people made bad decisions that they had to live or die with. Joe listened to what she said and sighed.  


     “Thanks, partner. That’s what I needed to hear,” Joe said. 


     “No problem,” Maude told him. “I’m glad to oblige.” 


     The trip the next morning from the airport to the Cop Shop was strange for Maude to be riding with Joe driving. Seemed out of place for her to be sitting anywhere but the driver’s seat of her old car. Taking advantage of the freedom to sit, she pulled out one of her unfiltereds and lit up, savoring the smoke, her first cigarette in hours. She missed the old days when she could smoke on any public transportation, but with the new rules, most were smoke-free. 


     “Back to Dawson,” she said after a few drags, “Lieutenant Patterson may throw a fit, but we have to go to Phoenix to get our man. Dawson’s a murderer, and I don’t believe for a minute that it’s going to be a cakewalk. He’ll make it as hard for us as possible. We’ll need to leave as soon as we can get packed. He has some kind of life there, and we need to know what he does besides killing and maiming people or peddling toilets and sinks. 


     “Okay Maude,” Joe said. “I can get all of my reports done fast so I’m not the hold-up in leaving. And you aren’t leaving me and going alone. That guy may be fixated on you, but I think he will kill you as quickly as he has anyone else if he knows you’re on his trail. You told me that ego is usually what traps serial killers-let’s hope he believes he can’t be caught. Should we call Phoenix PD and get them involved?” Joe opened his window to get rid of the smoke as he waited for her answer. 


     “Nah,” she said, shaking her head, “We’ll call Phoenix when we get there, and they might give us some help, but no sense in calling too early. They’ll want the collar if Dawson is in their town. Another thing to remember is this perp may have a large arsenal because guns and knives seem to be available to him when he needs them. If he operates out of a house, then he will have it protected, and we might easily be picked off.” Maude continued thoughtfully, “I hope to live another day or two, at least long enough to retire from chasing piss ants who want to turn the world inside out and make it to their liking.” 


     “What do you intend to do when you retire, partner, move to Philly?” Joe asked with a straight face. “I know you made a new friend out there.”  


     “You want to get that cute nose pulled off from sticking it in my business; you’re on the right track,” Maude retorted. She turned to gaze out the window as she extinguished the butt in an empty soda bottle left on the floor by a previous driver. “Besides,” she said, “I kind of liked Philly.”  


     “Uh-huh,” Joe agreed. “I could tell.” 


     They traveled in silence for the next few minutes, each thinking about the ordeal to come. Maude had difficulty believing her nemesis from Chicago had been identified, and he was on the way to being caught. Joe was thinking about his kids and hoping his trip out of town wasn’t at the same time as Sheila’s arrival in Madison. If so, he might miss the visit with the boys. 


     “Say Maude,” Joe ventured. “Why do you think Dawson kills women? You know, like the ones on East Avenue.” 


     “I think he likes controlling them,” she said after a moment of reflection. “I think he loves them, loves watching them beg him for their lives. I don’t think he intends for them to die, but the damage he inflicts when he removes their body parts causes death. The mutilation of their breasts must have some significance, but we may never know what it is. Maybe a love-hate thing, or bad memories.  


                “When he was a kid, Bobby Dawson was abused. I’m convinced of it, and I believe it was his mother who did it. All this psyche stuff has to be explained by someone smarter than me. I don’t understand why he fixated on me, and why he wants to impress me. Maybe he wants my approval,” she said with a shrug. “Three months, that’s all I spent with him. Maybe he loved me as kids do, just because. Or maybe he hated me because I didn’t stop his mother from hurting him. Who knows, maybe he’s confused and thinks I’m his mother.” 


     “I guess we’ll find out soon if any of that’s true,” Joe remarked.  


     James Patterson was on a roll. His two detectives, Eberhart and Wheeler, had busted a dope ring downtown while they were looking for a witness to another crime. The bust came by accident when the two detectives opened the door to an empty warehouse and surprised four Mexican nationals busy sorting packages of marijuana.  


     The four guys ran, but Eberhart caught up with one of the slow ones and got the story out of him. The guy said he didn’t speak English, but Eberhart knew some Spanish words and managed to figure out that the dope had come in the night before. Some local dealers had paid up front and were waiting for the shipment.  


     Detectives Eberhart phoned the state’s drug enforcement cops, and through the agencies’ combined efforts, a big group of local dealers were now in the slammer. Patterson received high praise from the captain for his detective’s lucky find. He was definitely riding high. The business with the pawn shop owner and his wife was about to get closed out, so maybe Patterson might go to the head of the line for a captain’s position down the road. Never hurt to move up in the police department.  


     The lieutenant’s office was quiet, people out taking care of business. Detective Rogers was due in soon and so was her partner, Joe Allen. Patterson had a fair streak in him even though sometimes all the political horse hockey, as he thought of it, put undue pressure on him to look the other way when one of his detectives was being set up by the brass. 


     Patterson didn’t know what had caused Rogers to be at the top of Captain Power’s hit list, but it was getting old, the crap they did to her. Like the beater car she had to drive, and the latest thing, giving her a partner who had no experience in homicide. Powers wanted her to quit and leave his department, but there were too many laws against overt firings of minority officers. So the captain was subtle, insisting that Patterson give her the worst details whenever he could.  


     Most of the time Patterson could avoid helping Powers vendetta against Maude, but the woman had plenty of grounds for a harassment suit against them if she wanted to go that path. The business with the warrant-serve on East Avenue; now, that was a pure case of it. The address was a drug place as bad as it gets. Just so happens, she found bodies there. Patterson knew that Maude was a darn good detective, but no amount of talking convinced the captain. He seemed dead set against her.   


     Looking up from the desk, Patterson saw the two detectives coming in the door. He couldn’t help but admire Maude Rogers. She was a class act, never afraid to say what was on her mind, but no whiner. She also worked smarter than anyone he knew. 


     “Detectives,” the lieutenant said, “what have you got for me?” 


     “We located him, and need to go get him.” Maude said, plopping down in one of the office chairs. 


     “What, another trip? The city manager is going to cut my privates off when he gets the bills for all this.” 


     “Yeah, maybe,” Maude said gloomily. “But we got no choice Boss. He’s hiding out in Phoenix, and we have to get him before he kills someone else.” 


     “Tell me why we don’t turn this over to the Feds?” Patterson knew Maude’s reasons, but wanted to hear it from her. 


     “They would be grateful to take the case from us now that we have identified the perp. Forget that we have time and city money invested in this, you’ll get nothing from them, except a big kiss-off when they say, 
 “We’ll take it from here”. They won’t even keep us in the loop, just feed our glorious captain some crumbs to make him feel important, and snub their noses at our department.” 


     “Can we get this done in-house?” Patterson asked quietly.  


     About that time Joe spoke up, “Lieutenant, my partner is a key player in this maniac’s plans. If we give this case away, the perp may go underground, and we’ll be seeing his work next month, or next year. Fact is, from what I know of this type of killer, he won’t stop on his own. He must be stopped. I know I’m a rookie, compared to you and to Maude, but some of my time in CID was spent studying his kind of criminal. One of the places I hung out was in the FAB, Forensics of Aberrant Behavior. I learned a few things. And Boss, from what I have seen of this guy’s work, he’s just getting started.” 


     Patterson chewed his lip for a minute. “Okay,” he said, “but you need help. I’ll see if I can pull some strings with Phoenix PD and get some of their people lined up. We helped them a few months back when some cons escaped from their jail. Our guys did a lot of the work, getting the inmates   behind bars.” Patterson considered the angles and continued, “We have some jurisdiction issues already with this guy. He’s going to wear his tail out if we catch him, going back and forth to court in all the cities where he committed crimes.” 


     “With any luck, he won’t ever make it to court.” Maude said briefly. 


     “Detective,” the lieutenant said, “I didn’t hear you say that, and I don’t want to not hear you say that again. Get my meaning?” 


     “Yeah,” she said, “I got it. We’ll bring him in if it’s at all possible.” 


     “Okay, now get going. Catch this peckerwood,” Patterson said, dismissing the two detectives before he changed his mind. “But if you can’t do the job,” he added, “we are calling the Feds.” 


     Watching Maude and Joe make the arrangements to fly to Phoenix, James Patterson thought about Captain Powers and the stuff he had forced on Maude. This was her chance to prove that she was better than all the men who wanted her badge, and her lieutenant wasn’t going to stand in the way. 


     Before leaving town, Maude had a duty to perform which involved a trip across town to the jail. She needed to interview the drug dealer, Boy Parker. He was being held in lock-up on charges of Aggravated Assault on a Police Officer and Possession of Illegal Drugs. Maude wanted to talk to him, hoping to get information about what he had seen in the East Avenue building. She believed he might have witnessed something that could be used as evidence against Robert Dawson. There was also the kid Maurice and his family. She needed to know what happened to them. 


     The long, jail corridor where the more dangerous criminals were kept was in a three-tiered, brown building with a few bullet-proof windows covered with bars. Prisoners had to have a certain amount of sunlight every day and the windows allowed natural light inside the building. Because Boy was charged with assaulting two police officers, he got the cook’s tour of the brown building.  


     Maude had prior knowledge of Parker from three different times she had busted him with a dime’s worth of rock cocaine. Minor charges, but given enough time, he would rack up the bitch, or an automatic twenty-five years in state prison. Skinny drug pushers didn’t like going to state because they weren’t treated well by those hulks who spent most hours of their day building muscle mass that made them king of the yard. Boy would become Girl in state prison. 


     “Boy, what the heck did you think you were doing, hitting me with a sap? You cockroach. You owe me plenty for that. Whatever they do to you is not enough,” Maude said, sitting across the table from the long-legged man that Maurice must have seen. “Do you own a brown hat?” 


     “Why do you want to know?” The convict asked suspiciously 


     “Just answer my question before I put a knot on your head. You stinking slime. What if you’d have given me a concussion? By the way, I have my phone’s recorder going so you better not lie.” Maude was acting a whole lot madder than she really felt. “I’m going to testify against you and see that you get the max sentence. Piece of no good human flesh, hitting an old lady when she wasn’t looking.” 


     “I’m sorry Detective Rogers. I wasn’t thinking. Didn’t mean to hurt you,” Boy said, hanging his head. 


     “Bull corn, you meant to knock me out. And you did. I bled for a week from behind my ear,” Maude said, the lie coming easy. “Anyway, answer my question. Do you have a brown hat?” 


     “Yeah. Makes me look cool,” he said. 


     “What made you hole up there on East Avenue. Didn’t you notice anything smelling bad?” Maude asked.  


     “Yeah, you know, I’m homeless. Some of the rooms in that old building were empty sometimes. I had to climb in and out the crawl space so no one would see me, but it wasn’t that bad. I ain’t got much meat on me, and I could hide in there when it wasn’t so hot outside. When it got to smelling bad later on, I went out on the roof.” Boy was talking fast, trying to make points.  


     “What did you see?” Maude asked. “Don’t lie to me.” 


     The drug dealer was quiet for a minute and Maude could tell he didn’t want to answer. Finally he took a shaky breath and started talking again. “All I wanted was a place to get high, to sleep. But I saw him. I saw the Devil. He scared me so bad I pissed my pants.” 


     “Dang it Boy, I don’t have all day, WHAT DID YOU SEE?” she yelled. Maude knew the terror that the man was feeling; she had glimpsed the evil in Dawson that night in her rent house.  


     “I saw him drag two girls into those rooms. It was night, and I was sitting on the top of the stairs, trying to get cool. I saw the door open downstairs, and the Devil walked in. The light was poor, but there was enough to see. He had on a long black raincoat and a baseball cap, but… I knew. I knew he was bad because it wasn’t raining. He propped the door open, real quiet like, and pulled the first girl in, but she didn’t want to come. He had her gagged even though she seemed high on something. I could tell when her head kind of fell to her shoulders. The Devil looked around, and I crawled away from the stoop while I could, and hid in the room down at the end of the hall. It was empty, and I had been sleeping there. I left the door cracked open and watched what he did. That girl sounded like my dog used to when he howled, and I could hear her even though he had her mouth covered. He hit her then, I guess to shut her up.” 


     “Keep going Boy, you’re doing fine,” Maude reassured him. 


     “The Devil carried her to the room and closed the door, and then he started laughing and singing real loud. The girl was still moaning, but every now and then she would get a scream out.” 


     “Did anyone else see that happen, Boy?” Maude asked, 


     “Sure. There were two people on the second floor saw it. They left though. Ran out of the building. I would have too, but I knew if I did, he would hear me. The Devil can hear your heartbeat!” 


     “You know Almondera, lived in 507 of that building?” Maude asked, hoping to get a connection to the fugitive. 


     “Sure, but he left. Told me he was going to Mexico, and I could stay in his room. I never saw him again.” Boy was eager now to please Maude. 


     “When did you see Almondera?” The pieces of the puzzle were coming together with Boy’s revelations. Maude was already thinking of her next question. 


     “He left about three days before the Devil got there with the girl, probably why he took her to Frank’s room.” Parker was scared. His hands were shaking badly and his voice quavered. 


     “You had a conversation with Almondera?” She asked him. 


     “Yeah, I gave him some blow because I owed him. Frank said he was leaving on the bus that night. Asked me to go along, but I was broke and besides, my mama lives here.” 


     “What happened next with the man and the girl?” Maude asked, taking him back to that night. 


     “Well, I was lying on the floor, praying he wouldn’t see me, knowing that the Devil can see everywhere. I heard the door opening out of Frank’s apartment and I heard steps. That’s when I pissed my pants. I knew he could smell it. He walked to the stairs, and then he stopped. I was praying he would just go on and leave me alone. In a minute I heard him coming up the stairs again. I was glad I had stayed still. Later, when I knew he was gone, I climbed up in the tunnel and hid until I felt safe to get out of the building.” 


     “But you went back. What made you go back?” Maude was pretty sure that Danny Boy Parker was not afraid of many things. He was streetwise and knew how to get around. She had heard he came to Madison from Houston, hoping to make the big score selling crack cocaine, but he had a habit himself, and used up his store’s supply, pissing off his suppliers. 


     “I was hoping the Devil was gone so I waited for two days, but I had left my stash there in the tunnel when I got in a hurry to leave. I went back and at first, I didn’t hear anything so I thought he was gone. But I was wrong. The noise was going on in 507 and that room across the hall.” 


     “Apartment 509, is that the one you mean?” She clarified. 


     “Yeah. That one.” Boy shuddered at the memory of the violence. “There was a lot of crying, and I could tell the girls were trying to talk, but it sounded like they were gagged. For one whole day I stayed in that hot tunnel, not leaving. I could hear him talking to them. Sometimes he would cry, and then he would start laughing real high. It was too spooky. I stayed there till I felt safe enough to leave the building. I went to the soup kitchen meaning to sneak back later. I used to see that girl there sometimes.” Boy seemed drained, as though he had been going through all of it again. 


     “Which girl?” 


     “The one he brought in first. Maria was her name.” 


     “Did you see the other girl that night?” 


     “Yeah. He brought her in like a sack of dog food. Over his shoulder.” 


     “When was that?” 


     “Right after he locked up the first one. When I heard him on the stairs he carried her into that other room, but he didn’t make any noise. I didn’t hear the girl either.” 


     “When did you go back the last time?” Maude quietly asked. 


     “The day you were there, I was sleeping in one of the empty rooms. When you came up the stairs, I hid out, and then I hit you. I’m real sorry, but I kept my stuff in the tunnel, and I needed to get it so I could make a few bucks. Your partner got to my blow before I did, and I kind of went crazy and sliced his head a little, even thought about dumping him off the roof. A couple of days later they found me at the soup kitchen and brought me here. I dream about him-the Devil,” Parker sighed as he thought about what he had said. “I guess I’m in real trouble this time.” 


     “Fraid so, Boy. But I will need you to identify the man you saw. I have a picture. If you help me, I’ll help you. Here’s five different shots. Is the man you saw carrying those girls one of these?” 


     Boy sat still for a minute, a look of terror on his face. “That’s him.” He said, pointing to the younger Robert Dawson. “That’s the Devil.” 


     “You’re sure?” She asked. 


     “If you ever see the Devil you don’t forget his face,” Boy whispered, a shiver taking him down a lonely road. 


     Maude saw no reason to continue questioning him and left the jail. Danny Parker’s life had undergone a series of changes, none of them good. 


    

      


    


  




  

     Chapter 26 


     Maude went home and washed a load of laundry, knowing she needed to pack a suitcase for the trip to Phoenix. Mundane duties kept her mind off Mary Ellen, and the tragedy of her murder and mutilation. The loss of the young woman had left a big hole in the private world of Maude Rogers, but it didn’t pay to cry for her losses. It was tough thinking about the times that sweet girl had shown up on Maude’s doorstep asking for advice. And Chris Cole, another innocent, whose crime had been that he cared for Mary Ellen, and by luck of circumstance got in the way of a crazed madman. God alone knew the suffering of that young man before he died; one more reason in a list of others to find Dawson and put him away. 


     The trip to the airport was tense, both detectives aware of the capabilities of the man they hunted. A more devious and intelligent criminal Maude had yet to come across. Robert Dawson had gone from being an abused child to a killer. He was dangerous and she was concerned for her partner, a young man who had not yet lived a full life. Joe’s instincts were good, his training was up to date, and so far Maude had a healthy respect for his abilities. But could he fire a weapon and kill another human being? She hoped he could, for the time might come when his response would determine whether he lived or the perp lived. Life as a cop was really that simple. Sometimes it was kill or be killed. 


     The last minute booking had Maude and Joe sitting on opposite sides of the plane with no way to talk. She hadn’t forgotten about her partner’s fear of heights and airplane travel, but there was no way to help him cope from across the aisle three seats down.  


     She knew her best contribution at that minute was to plan how they would capture Robert Dawson. She had the address, 313 Maple Street, Phoenix, Arizona. Some part of her wondered whether the lawyer back in Stillwater was too helpful, maybe he lied to her. Maude remembered that the lawyer told her the address but never let her see the file. Her gut started roiling, the classic response to anxiety since she was a kid.   


     Checks on the internet and through local and state agencies had confirmed Robert Dawson as the owner of a house at 313 Maple Street in Phoenix, Arizona. The location was in a very nice neighborhood, near shopping and bus lines. When Maude and Joe’s flight was over, and they had rented a car from one of the agencies that gave cops a good deal, Maude bought a local map for getting around the city.  


     The brown rental had a GPS unit but she liked the old-fashioned printed map for seeing what else was around the area. The house on Maple Street was in a sheltered area near the subdivision park and backed up to a green belt. An elementary school was two streets across, and one over from the address they were seeking. Those details didn’t come up on the GPS. Maude was puzzled about the location of the house close to a school. It hadn’t occurred to her before that Dawson might have kids of his own. That could prove an even uglier ending to an already sordid story. 


     A large, leafed-out tree made a perfect spot for observing the Dawson house. The two detectives could come and go from the auto and still see the front door of the residence. They had been parked for two hours with nothing going on except it was getting hotter by the minute. Maude had smoked a quarter of a pack of filtered cigarettes purchased at a local convenience store. Her regular brand of unfiltered smokes was not part of the store’s offering, much to her displeasure.  


     She sat and smoked outside the car, the edict from the rental agency was ‘no smoking’ inside. Lately she had been thinking about the selfishness of exposing Joe to secondhand smoke; her new resolve was to keep the county car smoke-free so her partner wasn’t part of her bad habit. Fortunately for the rental agency, Maude had already put her new stringent rule in place before she picked up the vehicle. 


     At three-thirty in the afternoon, the first activity at 313 began with a school-age boy opening the front door and entering the residence followed by a tall woman with blonde hair and sensible low-heeled shoes. The car she drove was last year’s red, sporty convertible coupe with room enough for herself and one other. The shoes belied the woman’s affinity for the stylish car; perhaps it belonged to her husband.  


     Maude whispered to Joe, “Suppose that’s his wife?” 


     “Don’t know. She looks good,” he replied, adding, “I like blondes. That’s why I’m in love with you, Maude.” 


     “Maybe he’s not far behind. I’d sure like to get this over with,” she said, ignoring the teasing. ”My butt starts hurting when I have to sit too long.” 


     “Not much meat there,” Joe said with a sidelong glance. 


     “There’s enough,” she growled. 


     “Look Maude! There’s another car. Maybe it’s Dawson,” Joe said, moving to a better position to watch the house. 


     Both detectives tensed, wondering if this was it, the end to a long hunt for the criminal Robert Dawson, the Heartless Killer. Maude felt her pulse increase, the adrenalin beginning to surge. She hoped that Dawson was in the car. 


     When the door to SUV opened, a tall man got out of the vehicle, his salt and pepper hair long at the collar. A handsome man as far as Maude could tell, but not Robert Dawson. 


     “That’s not him. Maybe a boyfriend? Joe, I guess we wait some more. Can you see anything through the glasses?” Maude asked hopefully, watching him position the binoculars. 


     “Nah, nothing. Drapes buttoned tight. Blinds pulled. West side of the house, blocking the sun,” he said, matter-of-factly. 


     At six o’clock they grew skeptical. “He isn’t coming,” they both said simultaneously. 


     “Joe, see if you can get around behind the sedan and get a plate number, then call it in. We might find out who’s driving it.” Maude said, staring through field glasses at the house. “Let’s go, Joe. I’m going to the house. I didn’t come this far to sit in the dark as mosquito bait. You going?” She asked. Legs in motion, Maude headed across the space between them and the house. 


     “You bet I’m going. I’ll get the plates when we get there,” Joe answered. 


     The trip across the park was spooky as they waited for gunfire, for the bullet in the head. But it didn’t happen. The house was quiet. Maude went for the door, ducking under any cover she could find. 


     The evening twilight was settling in, darkness not far behind. 


     Using her left fist, she pounded on the door, keeping cover, with Joe close by as back-up. The bullet-proof vest felt heavy across her chest, its protection over the vital parts of her torso. ‘Don’t take a bullet in the head. Present your body first. Keep your head covered’. Basic academy training. Her weapon in the right-side holster was in reach, the small, leather strap undone. 


     Another knock on the door. “Police, open the door,” she yelled. Her voice broke at the last minute, a tribute to the unfiltered cigarettes she chose to smoke. Again, she knocked, motioning for Joe to go to the back door, to watch for people exiting. 


     A cacophony of sounds came from the other side of the door; chains being removed, a bolt sliding back, the door knob turning on squeaky ball bearings, all assaultive to Maude’s overly sensitive hearing. The door slowly opened as Maude pulled the weapon from her holster making slow motion memories to be viewed later as gin flowed down her throat.  


     “May I help you?” the tall man asked, hiding behind the door. “What do you want?” 


     “Police. Open up!” Maude commanded, the authority of her job carrying weight. 


     “Okay, okay, the door is open,” the man said, standing quietly, a perplexed expression on his handsome face. “May I ask what this is all about?” 


     The tall blond woman had changed her clothing and sensible shoes for a pair of capris and flip-flops, the between-the-toe shoes so popular in warm climates. Maude had a momentary recall of wearing similar shoes for a day or two, but after they wore a blister inside her big toes, she threw them in the garbage.  


     “Excuse me, but what is your name, and what are you doing in this house?”  She asked, keeping her hand on the weapon. 


     “We rent the house, we’ve been here for two years. We hope to buy the property, but so far the owner hasn’t set a price through the leasing company,” the handsome man eagerly informed the detectives. “My name is Donald Brook, and this is my wife Kirstin. We moved here from Natchez, Missouri and found the listing in the real estate ads on the internet.” 


     “Do you know the owner of the house?” Maude asked, making a mental to give the lawyer back in Stillwater a good screwing, just not the kind he was looking for. She knew at the time he gave in much too easily, coming forth with Dawson’s address in Phoenix. 


     “No ma’am, we never met him. We pay our rent through a management company and direct any maintenance complaints to them,” Brook answered. 


     “What’s the name of the leasing company?” Maude countered, wishing she was holding the slimy lawyer’s nuts in a pair of vice grips. “We need a phone number and an address and you are not to try to contact the owner at any time to tell him we’re looking for him. Got that?”  


     “Yes ma’am, anything we can do to help. Can I ask if the owner is in some kind of trouble?” Brook asked inquisitively. 


     “No sir, you may not. This is police business. My name is Detective Maude Rogers, and this is Detective Joe Allen, from Madison, Texas, Police Department,” Maude said, taking the paper with the address from the woman. 


     “Sorry we didn’t ask you in,” the woman said. “I don’t want to scare the children.” 


     “Sure, we understand,” Maude said, thinking that too many kids were scared of the police. 


     “Sorry to have bothered you,” Joe piped up before Maude could say anything more. 


     Joe handed the man a business card and said, “If you hear from the owner, we would appreciate it if you would call this number.” He had been standing beside Maude since he’d checked the back door of the house. Taking a bead on his partner’s attitude, he knew that it was time to go before she alienated the man and woman. 


     After driving away from the house and deserted streets of the subdivision, the two detectives parked and sat quietly for a minute, discussing what they had learned. 


     “Okay, what do we do now?” Joe asked. 


     Maude thought a little more before saying, “Tonight we check in at the hotel and get some rest. I could use a drink.” 


     “Sounds good to me too. Let’s get some dinner, and then we can knock back one or two,” Joe said, his stomach growling low and noisily. 


     “Good idea, when was the last time we ate? Let’s try the restaurant in hotel.”   


     The hotel rooms proved to be the best places they had stayed, with firm comfortable beds without lumps, and good pillows that were soft while giving good support. Food was sounding less enticing than the bed, but Maude had promised to meet Joe in the dining room within the hour. 


     She checked out the facilities in the bathroom and discovered the signature of Porcelain Worx. The business part of Robert Dawson must have been working overtime considering the size of Phoenix. She wondered where he found the time to create chaos and still work at the salesman’s game, a difficult occupation. That must be how he found the women.   


     Even in her own home and rent house, the porcelain company logo could be found. His knowledge of Mary Ellen must have come from time spent in the house as he set up the installation, a perfect cover. Granted, most salesmen would not participate in the installation of their products, but when the killer decided to be a part of the process for his own ends, who would question his presence there.  


     The two victims on East Avenue had frequented the soup kitchen in Madison. Maude remembered from seeing some of the invoices from Porcelain Worx in Philadelphia, the soup kitchen had been part of a group that received donations of equipment from the huge company. 


     Serial killers, thought Maude, may be best described as opportunists. The often-used excuse by a thief was the same—“it was there, so I took it”. Robert Dawson didn’t choose his victims, they fell into his view in the same way the thief glimpsed a fat handbag on a woman’s arm. 


     Mary Ellen was a victim, not only of her killer, but of circumstance.  


     Maude had purchased the new porcelain products from a local company in Madison, and when the installation was done, the men who came were like all installers and maintenance personnel. They were shadows no one ever remembered. Maude took the guilt hit for Mary Ellen’s death. Though she was an innocent in the process that Dawson used to facilitate his victims, she had provided the opportunity for him. There was no justice for that. 


    

      


    


  




  

     Chapter 27 


     The hotel’s menu choices had gone from basic to extraordinaire. Maude was usually unconcerned with the gourmet’s selections, a basic food item was usually sufficient for her tastes. That night, however, the cordon bleu was something out of the ordinary, and she wanted to try it. The chef was a master at his craft, not content with ‘the tasteless product that was bulk packaged’ as he often told his guests. The dish was superb, and Maude enjoyed her meal, putting Dawson out of her mind in the pleasure of eating.  


     She ventured the thought that Joe believed he was still in Texas when he ordered a chicken fried steak with gravy and fries. He seemed happy enough with his own choice and sat back afterward, drinking a glass of wine. 


     “Joe, I think I know how he’s been doing all this,” Maude told him after the plates were cleared. She went on to explain her belief that the killings were opportunities taken, and not the result of researching victims. Joe nodded a few times as she laid it out for him. He listened as she accepted blame for the losses of Mary Ellen and her friend Chris Cole. 


     “Partner,” he finally said. “You can’t blame yourself for his atrocities. Dawson has had you in his sights for most of his life, his sickness growing every day. You’ve been living your life, not hurting anyone that didn’t deserve it. The end result is, we have to stop him, never mind how he got here. It’s too late to save Mary Ellen, but maybe we can save some other innocent woman.” Joe knew how guilt could debilitate someone, and hoped to talk Maude down from hers before it became a problem. 


     “You’re right,” she said, after ordering a gin and tonic from the waiter. “Let’s get out of here and sit beside the swimming pool.” 


     “Give me a few minutes and I’ll be in that pool,” Joe said, glad to hear Maude’s tone changing. 


     “Well, you swim for me. I have some drinking and figuring to do before we get started tomorrow. I need to find our contact at Phoenix PD. The boss said he’d take care of getting us some help. We need to find the leasing company, and discover where Dawson is living now. That’s a good place to start.” Maude already had her notebook out, writing the events of the day as they had happened. She sipped her gin and tonic, determined to stay sober. Her life tomorrow might depend on it.  


     The night went quickly, and the bed called her to its comfort, but the guilt and fear awakened her later from a restless sleep. She sat on the edge of the bed, wishing she had a cigarette. The room was a no smoking one, and Maude was on her best behavior, being considerate of the hotel rules. Deciding to go outside for a puff or two seemed a good idea. Surely there was a place for smokers in the building.  


     She looked at her watch, it was 2:00 AM, and the night was pitch black, the last hint of the moon having taken its rest three days earlier. Her weapon on the dresser nudged the back of her mind, but she ignored it, and pulled on a short-sleeve shirt, and long, sweat pants for the trip outside. Those between-the-toe shoes would be good about right now, she thought, propping her leg on the edge of the bed to tie her tennis shoes.  


     In front of the ice machine an ashtray had been set up for the use of smokers. Several butts were sticking out of the sand that filled the container, lipstick stains on some, but most were browned by the nicotine and tars that seeped through the paper. Maude looked long at the color of the paper and thought about her lungs and how they must be colored the same.  


     That thought nagged at her as she lit up and took her first deep drag from the cigarette. Cancer was a terrible disease, bad in every way. She had watched her mother die from it without ever smoking a day of her life. Grace Hamilton was as clean living as the Pope, not even sacramental wine polluted her body. Why someone got the disease and others didn’t was a mystery that puzzled doctors and researchers. Maude knew she was obsessed with a fear of cancer, believing that her demise would be from rogue cells in her body. What the hell. You die from one thing or another, but we all die, she thought, stubbing out the butt.  


     The outside air had cooled, even more than it would have back home, and Maude liked the feel of the breeze. She glanced at the full parking lot, curious how so many people could be in one place all together and not recognize one other.  


     Catering to the fitness generations, the hotel had provided a well-lit hiking trail around its borders. The borders were lined with tall, skinny trees for shading the trail’s sweaty guests. Surrounding the property were fast food drive-ins and small businesses. A pool store’s neon sign was still lit, the image of a beach ball bouncing at the edge of a pool, flashing its come-on to the heated population of a desert city. Across the street, a large mall lit up the darkness, lights on in several buildings indicating late night workers or early morning openings. 


     Maude decided to walk along the hiking trail to get the stiffness out of her joints, thinking maybe that would help her sleep. She considered going back inside to get her weapon, but changed her mind, thinking of the hour and the lights on the trail. The brightness was deceptive in its illusion of safety. Who would think of mugging anyone in such bright light.  


     A short walk around the track and she was tired, the weight of the day taking its toll on her body. She took a deep breath of the dry air and returned to her room, barely stifling a yawn as she slid the key card through the lock. Sleep was essential for the next day, and even a few hours would be enough to get her through. 


     Breakfast was quick, coffee and rolls, a continental offering by the hotel. Maude felt the need to get in touch with Phoenix PD to advise them that two detectives from Texas were in their jurisdiction. Hopefully they would be provided an officer when and if they needed help.  


     Joe was fresh from a long night in bed after swimming in the hotel pool for an hour the night before. He had met two women at the pool and spent time with both of them, but left them at their hotel door and went to bed. His mother would have been proud of him for getting his rest instead of participating in other activities.  


     The light of day put a different slant on the night before, and Joe wondered if maybe he should have gone to the room with the women as they had requested. Who knows what the day will bring? I might die. But at least I’ll die well-rested.  


     The killer they hunted was smart, and Joe believed the man was not without knowledge of their trip to his city. Joe figured the lawyer that Maude spoke to in Stillwater, Oklahoma had informed his client of their approach. Dangerous times lay ahead. 


     The watch commander at the Phoenix Police Department put Maude through to Lieutenant Sorenson, the contact that James Patterson mentioned. Sorenson was brief with his message. 


     “Yeah, I have an officer to help you guys, two if you need them. When you figure out what you need, call me. Meanwhile we can run the name Dawson for you. Maybe we’ll get lucky, and he ran a stop sign or two. If he has a history with us, I’ll get back to you.”  


     Calling in to Madison PD was the same. She got in touch with her lieutenant, and he listened to what happened the day before. He seemed disgusted, but familiar with police work enough to know that patience was a requirement for closing a case. Patterson was just tired of sending people out to clean up the mess left behind Dawson and others like him.  


     “Oh, yeah,” he said, before disconnecting the phone, “we got a lab report back on the robe you found in that first woman’s apartment. The blood on it belonged to the girl, and that razor was a dead end.” Maude wasn’t surprised; Dawson was too clever to leave incriminating evidence at a murder scene.  


     A visit to the county clerk’s office for a list of real property within Phoenix, Arizona showed that the owner of the house at 313 Maple Street was not Robert Dawson. It was someone named Ridge Roberts, and he had been on the tax roll for eight years.   


     “What do you think, Joe?” Maude asked, “Is this Dawson’s alias or are we barking up the wrong tree?”  


     “It’s possible that he has been living here under a false name, free to move around,” Joe said. “Now what?” 


     “We start over using the new name. Call downtown, run this by Sorenson, and get new feedback. Maybe Dawson screwed up under his alias. We deserve a break,” she said. 


     Maude was thoughtful, the recent finding beginning to make sense. Of course he would choose an alias. His lawyer knew there was something wrong, that’s why he wouldn’t tell her any more about Dawson. She didn’t think the lawyer knew the truth about his client, but she believed he had intentionally deceived her. 


     Later in the morning they got lucky. There was a hit on a white male named Ridge Roberts, no social security number, but an address in Phoenix. Three years earlier, a female named Rosa Delgado had filed a stalking complaint against him, but after making the complaint she had never followed up at the police station. The complaint was still on file. Maude asked for an address on Delgado, and was given a street and apartment number on the east side. 


     The two detectives searched their map and programmed the address into the vehicle’s GPS unit. The drive would take about twenty minutes the unit informed them in a British accent. Maude asked Joe to negotiate the streets so she could sit and think. What happens when we find him? What if he kills one or both of us? Guess we’ll just have to avoid such an incident because we can’t let him win this one. 


     “Joe, let me knock on the door. She may be gun-shy of strange males.” Maude said, hoping the woman still remembered the incident. Any help would be accepted. 


     The apartment was actually one half of a duplex with a yard, a couple of trees, and a patio out back. A large Rottweiler behind the fence made himself known by his chuffing deep bark. Joe remembered having such an animal before the kids were born, but Sheila thought the big dog was too fierce-looking for babies and small children, so they gave him to a friend. He still missed his dog. The fierce bark had been a cover for a gentle heart. The dog still came to him when Joe went to visit the family. He would start nuzzling Joe’s fingers after all the years that had passed with a new master and a new home. 


     It took three knocks and her shield in front of the peephole before the woman pulled the chain back to open the door. Maude beat her to the punch and said, “Hello. My name is Maude Rogers, and this is my partner, Joe Allen. We’re here from Texas, investigating a crime, looking for Rosa Delgado. If you are her, may we could come in and speak to you?” 


     “What about? I haven’t ever been to Texas!” Delgado was defensive, ready to break and run. 


     “No, I’m sure you haven’t,, but we’re here to talk to you about the complaint you filed three years ago. You said a man was stalking you,” Maude said, wanting to get out front and let the woman know they were on her side. 


     “But I dropped the charge,” Delgado said more calmly, even though Maude could detect fear in her voice.  


     “Yes, we understand. You have done nothing wrong. We would like to hear what happened that made you file a complaint, and then not show up at the police department to press charges,” Joe said, soothing the frightened woman. 


     “Ms. Delgado, you would help us a great deal to just tell us what happened, and then we’ll leave your house and get about our business,” Maude interjected after the woman invited them in, and seated them at her couch. 


     “It was three years ago at a party,” Delgado began. “I’d had a couple of glasses of wine and was feeling pretty good. Then it got late. I met a man   named Ridge Roberts who said he was very rich. He wanted me to go to bed with him for money. Of course I refused, but he wouldn’t listen. He kept following me around at the party, telling me why I should take his money and give him what he wanted.  


     “At first I thought he was paying me a compliment, but then he just kept on and on and I got scared. It was his eyes that scared me, the way he stared at me, all glassy, those eyes. Sure he was a good-looking man, but he was not right.  


     “Finally, I talked to the couple who gave the party, and the husband walked me to my car. I drove home looking in my mirror, thinking I was being stupid, but I couldn’t help it. When I got home, I parked my car and ran into the apartment and locked all the doors. But I saw him.” Delgado was short of breath, still scared. 


     “When did you see him Rosa?” Maude asked. 


     “That night, I saw him out on the sidewalk, leaning against his car, watching my house. He stayed a long time and then he left. The next morning I called the police and told them about it, and I was supposed to go down there and fill out a form, but I got scared that he would find out. He never came back or I never saw him so I forgot about it after a while. I had talked to the people at the party that night, and asked about the man, but no one knew who had invited him. It was spooky,” the woman concluded. 


     “So you never saw him again?” Maude asked 


     “Well, one time I thought I saw him on the street in front of my work, but he was gone when I looked again,” Delgado said, lost in thought. 


     “When did that happen? When was he at your work?” Maude insisted 


     “Maybe a week ago. I didn’t think much about it. The other was so long ago, and I might have been wrong,” the woman said, finishing her story. 


     Maude and Joe looked at one another for a minute, thinking the same thought. Rosa Delgado was lucky to be alive. 


     “Thank you, Ms. Delgado, I think we have enough information. I would suggest you keep your doors locked, and be alert to anyone around your house at night. Just good safety practices for single women,” Joe said, hoping to warn the woman, but not wanting to make her more afraid. 


     “Oh yes, I am careful,” Delgado replied defensively. 


     The two detectives rose from the couch and said their goodbyes, thanking the woman for her help. On the way to the car, Joe shook his head. 


     “You know, you said his ego would be his downfall. I think maybe you’re right.” 


     “Maybe. He’s cocky, isn’t he,” Maude said. “Trailing that woman here to her house, with no fear that what he was doing might put him in the light. That attitude might have been an indication of his mental state going downhill--he was probably doing the same kind of stuff all over the country. Those two sisters on East Avenue must have been caught the same way. He saw them and took over their lives.”  


     “Yeah, makes you wonder how many other perverts and murderers are walking the streets every day, passing you on the corners, smiling all the while,” Joe commented. “I never much thought about what I would do in homicide; maybe see a dead body once or twice a year. Just didn’t imagine how it would affect me, seeing those women mutilated.” 


     “It’s always the same,” Maude said, starting the car. “You’re never prepared for it. The way people treat each other, the way they slaughter each other. It takes me by surprise every time, after all these years.” 


     “Let’s go see if we can find this guy,” Joe said. “See if we can catch him by surprise.” 


     The address they had for Ridge Roberts was obtained from the Phoenix police after they ran his driver license. According to Sorenson, Roberts lived in a ritzy neighborhood on the west side of town. Two officers were assigned to the Texas detectives as backup, and met with them three miles away from Robert’s subdivision. Just as most cops usually bonded in the search for a super bad guy, the two officers immediately became friendly with the out-of-towners. Since neither Robert Dawson, nor Ridge Roberts was wanted for any crimes in Phoenix, the officers were loaned as a courtesy with the stipulation that any crimes committed by the man in the city of Phoenix would be handled by Phoenix PD. 


     When they arrived at the house, the first thing Maude noticed was its opulence, the in-your-face expression of wealth. An airport runway with a nearby hangar had flags flying in the afternoon breeze. A departing silver and white jet was rolling toward the private runway. Funny, she thought, how so much can be revealed in so short a time.  


     Now Maude understood how his trips across country were so quickly done. Transporting bodies and equipment took only a short time by air, with Dawson piloting his own plane.  


     The jet departed and there was no way to stop it, but she ran after it anyway. Quickly, she realized the futileness of her efforts, and made a phone call to the police department to advise them of a murder suspect in airspace above Phoenix. Maybe Dawson had filed his flight plan with the authorities.  


     “Maybe it wasn’t him Maude. Maybe it was someone else,” Joe said, hoping the criminal hadn’t flown away. “He could be in the house right now, getting us in his gun sight.” 


     “Too many maybes, Joe. Drive to the house,” she said, after getting back into the car. “Pull in behind something in case he is there, and starts shooting.” Maude was pissed. She had chased Dawson far too long. When the car stopped, she jumped out, and lowered herself to the ground behind the vehicle. Groaning, she crawled on her knees to the gazebo near the swimming pool. 


     “Joe,” she whispered loudly “Get those two officers positioned behind cover near the house. We have to go in.”  


     Nodding in response, he opened the car door, and hid behind it, putting the metal between himself and the house. He motioned to the officers in the other car to get out and imitate his behavior, hoping they understood. So far the house was quiet. No sounds of gunfire or people running in and out.  


     The driveway was immense, encircling an acre of palm trees and flower gardens that filled the light breeze with fragrance. The house had three levels, the width and breadth of the structure was larger than the entire Madison Police Department and adjacent buildings. Maude could only stare at its monstrous size, her disgust for the man she chased growing with each new insight into his gigantic ego. 


     “Partner, you ready for this?” Joe whispered, close by. 


     “Let’s go get him Joe. I sense a crime has been committed, and this perp is a dangerous individual. I believe we can rationalize a need. Let’s storm it Joe, just like they taught you in the academy. Good luck, partner, stay alive,” Maude replied, as she moved from the shelter of the gazebo. Joe was close beside her, but the other officers waited for her signal before following. Keeping cover, she and Joe headed toward the front doors of the house. Maude caught one of the Phoenix officers’ eyes. and motioned toward the rear doors. The officer nodded, and ran for the back of the main part of the house with his partner close behind. 


     “Joe, I’ll take the right, you pick up the left. If we have to use a battering ram, we’ll need more people. I may have to shoot the lock off the door. I’ll give it a loud knock first,” she said, heading for the door. 


     “POLICE,” Maude yelled, pushing against the door, her fists slamming the wood. “POLICE,” she yelled once again, turning the knob with both she and Joe pushing against the heavy double doors. 


     The door on the left that carried the door knob swung open so quietly that at first Maude was unaware it had moved. She carried her weapon ahead of her, moving fast, looking for danger ahead, but seeing only giant contemporary furniture. and large woven rugs worth more money than she had paid for the furnishings for her entire home.  


     She motioned to Joe toward the left side, and she took the right, searching with all her senses for Dawson. The house was too quiet. There was no music or television noises from the upstairs level, no sounds at all came from the many rooms. Maude left the place where she stood, and cautiously crept toward shadowed corners with her weapon extended and both hands on the butt of the gun. 


     “POLICE,” she yelled again, her voice echoing in the high-ceilinged rooms. On and on they searched through the house, but found no one there. Both detectives and one of the officers that had come through the garage entrance separated, and began a wider search on Maude’s signals. 


     The house had elevators, and she used the convenience to go to the top level, the last unsearched part. Walls along the elevator exit held pictures of juvenile attractions. A large collection of birthday balloons still tied together and weighted to the floor wagged sadly near a window that looked out upon the huge estate.  


     A door directly ahead of Maude opened into a spacious library with children’s books on every shelf, their covers shiny over pages unstained by small hands. Further down, past the library, another door stood slightly ajar, beckoning. Her senses alert, Maude trained her weapon upon the opening and entered cautiously from the side, using the door as a barricade. A mirrored, walk-in closet covered the west wall, while on the east, rows of dolls with porcelain faces and forever curls stood guard over a canopied bed of lace and ruffles. From the moment she entered the room and glimpsed the mirrors, Maude felt ill at ease among the mute, reflected images staring  at her with locked gazes. It was as if an army of plaster and plastic figures were about to attack. 


     Sounds of whimpering, low and very young came from the closet. Maude refocused her attention from the doors to what lay behind them, cautious, yet determined as she peered into the opening closest to the end of the walk-in. She had no idea of what or whom to expect. 


     A small girl of about five or six sat on the floor, cradling a woman’s head in her lap, her small hands stroking as she begged the woman to get up. Maude leaned down and checked the woman for a pulse, but she found no life signs. She carefully searched the rest of the closet before calling Joe.   


      “Can you hear me?” She asked without losing sight of the child. 


     “Yeah Maude, I’m here,” Joe replied.  


     “Get the other rooms, on the second floor. Then come back if you don’t find anything. I have a dead woman and a live kid,” Maude finished, glancing with pity toward the little girl. 


      The child was quiet as she continued her ministrations on the dead woman. The presence of a moving adult was soothing to her. Maude spoke to the little girl, but didn’t try to move her away from the figure on the floor. 


     “Hi, I’m Detective Rogers, but you can call me Maude. What’s your name?” She was hopeful the little girl was coherent. 


     “Mommy’s asleep. She won’t wake up,” the child answered, her voice breaking. 


     “What’s your name?” Maude repeated. 


     “Alyson. Alyson Roberts,” the girl said, the name reassuring Maude that she was in the monster’s den, and no one was safe, not even his children. 


     “Are you hurt, Alyson. Can you tell me what happened?” Maude asked gently, touching the little girl on her shoulder. 


     “Nuh-uh,” the child said. “Mommy and me were in the closet cause she said we needed to hide from Daddy. It was a game, and Daddy was trying to find her. Mommy told me to hide, and be very quiet, even if Daddy came. When Daddy found Mommy, there was a loud bang, and she fell down. Daddy didn’t see me. I was playing the game, hiding behind my stuffed animals. He was calling me, but I was very quiet because I got scared after the noise.”  


     “Do you know where your daddy went?” Maude asked. 


     “No, he took my brother and went away. I looked out the window and saw them,” Alyson said, holding her mother’s hand. 


     Joe entered the room and looked in the closet. ““No one else here,” he said, shaking his head. “Want me to call this in?” 


     “Yeah Joe, but do it outside, if you don’t mind. Call Lieutenant Sorenson, tell him to send the coroner, and someone from child services,” she said quietly, trying to avoid frightening the little girl any more. 


     “Sure Maude,” Joe acknowledged. He left the room and spoke to the two officers outside in the hallway, advising them of the dead woman. 


     Maude was sad for the little girl whose existence had been dramatically altered. She wondered what kind of life the child had before, with Dawson as father. Thinking that maybe she would hold off asking anymore questions for a while, Maude suggested that they go outside the closet and look at the dolls. The child was reluctant, but did as Maude asked, pointing to each of her friends, telling their names 


     Within three minutes Maude heard the wail of a siren, and knew she  had only a few minutes left with the little girl. 


     “Alyson, your daddy has a plane, doesn’t he?” She asked. 


     “Uh-huh. We ride in it sometimes, to go to Grandma’s house. It’s fun,” Alyson said, clutching a soft, teddy bear in a basket near the dolls. “This is Teddy,” she said. “He sleeps with me.” 


     “Alyson, did your brother want to go with your daddy?” Maude asked. 


     “Uh-huh. He didn’t want to go, but Daddy said he had to go. He said Jason was surance.” Alyson said, absently stroking the bear with bloodied hands.  


     “Said he was what, Alyson?” Maude wanted to make sure of what she’d heard. 


     “Daddy said, “You’re coming with me Jason, cause you’re my ‘surance”.” I heard him yelling a lot,” the little girl said, starting to cry. “I want my mommy to wake up,” she suddenly wailed. 


     “I’m sure you do, honey,” Maude said soothingly, “I’m sure you do.” She sat for a moment, wondering how a parent could make his own son an insurance policy, protecting himself from harm. He was merciless and unfeeling; truly heartless. 


    

      


    


  




  

     Chapter 28 


     The motor on the four-seater airplane started at the first push of the button, just as he knew it would. Keeping his treasures in good repair had always been important to Ridge--maybe not to the two sickies--but to him it was necessary that they be primo. The ride out of the hangar had been smooth, even though the boy kept yelling for his mama, didn’t want to go in the plane, and had to be tied down in the seat!  


     Just like his society mama, simpering fool that she was. He put up with her whining too many years. No more of that. He fixed her. One bullet in her empty head, she had it coming for a long time. Too bad he had to rush, could have had some fun with a little more time. She deserved everything she got.  


     He would miss the house and all its conveniences, but he had money and could buy more houses. Money was never a problem, if you knew how to get it. And Ridge did. His off-shore bank account was growing. Every now and then, an old, rich skank looking for a young man to admire her would cross his path, and he took what she had, all of it, and she never saw it coming. 


     Pow! Out of the blue, he dropped them all, carried their worthless old skins, and pitched them from on high into the Gulf. Ridge patted the console of the small plane, smiling. He had opened the door over a few deserted lagoons, emptying more than one dead body into the salt water below 


     The cops had come too close to him this time. Almost got him, but he knew she was coming. Saw her at that motel, walking around big as you please, should have killed her then, but the kid got in the way. Sniveling, messing with him, pushing him to drop the rifle. Next time she would die. Now he had to get away. Fly to his uncle’s place in Texas. Leave the boy with the old man. 


     The trip was slow. Avoiding cities whenever possible, Ridge flew the plane low, staying away from radar, not answering the radio as the cops tried to find him. Homeland Security would be coming after him, he knew that. Had to hurry now. Going down. Mountains ahead, small cluster of hills, and then a secluded tabletop. The perfect place to land. He had a four by four Jeep hidden on the mesa under some brush and small trees. Always prepared, always ready, Ridge knew he was brilliant and invincible. They would never catch him. He was way too smart for those clowns. 


     The old man in the wheelchair had been sitting on the porch, a pair of binoculars at his side. He had seen the plane go down, knew who it was. Knew death was coming. Ridge drove into the yard, the boy at his side, head down; finally asleep. 


     “Get out,” he told his son. “Get out and stay with that old man. Both of you are the same worthless baggage.” 


     “Hey, old man,” he screamed from the Jeep. “You want this brat? Take him before I dump him on the road.” 


     The old man nodded and reached for the stumbling boy. “Give it up, Bobby. Don’t you think you’ve done enough?” The old man asked, tucking the boy behind his chair. 


     Ridge threw his head back and laughed, the insanity pushing him. “Bobby isn’t here. He hasn’t been outside for a while. Keep your mouth shut old man, or I’ll come for you. You’ll end up in a deep ditch just like that woman-chasing brother of yours.” 


     The road was straight and easy to follow, the trip to Madison still several miles away. Ridge was feeling high from the excitement of running, his alter egos quiet, afraid to break in. The murderer was ready and waiting for the next kill. Inside, Bobby was also waiting, fearful of what might happen at the end of the road, yet determined to be free again. 


    

      


    


  




  

     Chapter 29 


     Maude lit her first cigarette since she had arrived at the big house and took a deep drag, pulling it into her lungs, coughing it out at first. The scene with the little girl kept replaying in her memory. The woman on the floor had been identified as Barbara Stanton-Roberts, socialite and hostess of the elite; a member of several local charity organizations in the city of Phoenix.   


     The dead woman was the mother of two children--the six-year old girl, Alyson Roberts, and a boy of eight. His name was Jason Stanton Roberts, described by the neighbors as a good kid who did well in school. Lieutenant Sorenson had sent two of his detectives to the scene, and after getting the basic W’s from Maude and the Phoenix officers, they had retired back to the house to write their reports. 


     Information had come in from the FAA, about a small, four-seat airplane that disappeared in Texas, three hours after its Phoenix departure. Local authorities on the ground had lost the plane during a thunderstorm somewhere in the vicinity of Buena Vista, Texas. It had not been seen or heard from since. Authorities believed the plane had gone down, possibly crash landing. 


     The early morning air was clean and clear in Phoenix, still cool from the night before. The news from Sorenson was brief; Barbara Roberts had died of a gunshot wound to her right temple. The time of her death was around 3:00PM, approximately twenty minutes before the arrival of the Madison detectives.  


     Maude felt helpless in the wake of Robert Dawson’s killing spree. No one was safe from his violence, not even his wife. The missing boy who had presumably been taken by his father was eight years old, with brown hair and brown eyes, and was approximately forty-eight inches tall. His name, was given to officers by the boy’s sister, and it was corroborated by his grandmother. The boy was last seen wearing a pair of dark blue jeans, a blue t-shirt, and a maroon baseball cap. Laura Bell Stanton, the children’s only grandparent, had taken little Alyson to safety.   


     Packing the few items Maude had brought with her took no more than five minutes. Immediately after a brief breakfast of coffee, a sweet roll, and two unfiltered cigarettes, the Madison detectives returned the rent car to the airport and boarded the flight back home. The plane ride was uneventful, with Maude lost in guilty thought that she had not done enough to stop the killer. She believed Dawson had returned to Texas to gloat and hide out, and was using the boy for a hostage. It wasn’t the first time that a parent had been ruthless with his children, and it wouldn’t be the last. 


     When the plane arrived in Madison, Joe called for an officer to give them a ride back to the Cop Shop, where they picked up Maude’s brown beater. Joe was glad to see the old car, its mundane presence somehow comforting. His partner dropped him at his apartment a little about 11:00 AM. After the long trip home, they needed rest, and all the paperwork could be done Monday. There was an APB out on Dawson, but Joe knew the man’s resourcefulness at hiding, and didn’t put much faith in his capture. At least, Joe thought, I have time to call Susan Lucas. 


     The familiar sight of home should have made the day better for Maude, but it didn’t. She realized that the job would be there tomorrow, yet it was impossible to stop thinking about Dawson and his most recent murder. It was one more death to chalk up to the man. The media had it right about him. He didn’t seem to have a conscience at all. Nothing but his own survival was important to the killer. 


     Arriving at her house during the day seemed strange. She should be back at work, but it was Friday, the end of the work week, and her logged hours already exceeded the amount of time she was allowed on the clock. The days had run together. Maude vowed to get some rest during the long weekend. Dawson’s whereabouts had to be put aside. He could be anywhere, maybe even back in Philadelphia.  


     After a long hot shower, Maude fell in the bed and slept straight through for ten hours. She awoke just before midnight, needing to pee and wanting a cigarette. The floor seemed cold to her feet even though the heat during the day had been merciless. Thank God for artificially cold air. 


     Work just won’t let me alone, she thought. The events of the days in Phoenix kept replaying over and over in her mind. I’m going to call Sorenson at home. Why not? She thought, after lighting an unfiltered. Hope he’s not sleeping. 


     The phone rang a few times before a sleepy-sounding voice  answered.  “Sorenson, here.” 


     “Lieutenant, sorry to bother you at home, but something is bothering me about the crime scene. Dawson, or Roberts, as you call him, kept treasures he took from his victim’s bodies. Did you find anything at the house after I left?” 


     “What kind of treasures?” The lieutenant asked, sounding more alert. 


     “He took the breast tissue from two women, but left some of it in a box for me,” she said. “He removed a victim’s eyes and tongue, and there may be other parts from victims we are unaware of. They might be hidden in the house or somewhere on his property.”  


     Sorenson was quiet for a minute. “Thanks detective, I’ll get another team out there tomorrow. We’ll look in some hidey holes since we know what we’re searching for. Now go back to sleep.” 


     The night seemed to go on forever with Maude smoking and pacing the floor, thinking of Dawson’s behavior up to then. What will he do next? He can’t get far on foot with the boy. The best way for him to get around is to station the boy with someone, possibly a relative or friend. Maude searched her memory for a connection that he might have, someone who had been part of his life at one time. The only person who might fit the bill was the uncle who hated him. She wondered about the town of Buena Vista, if maybe the uncle lived there.  


     Hoping that Ernest was working the night shift, Maude dialed the sheriff’s office where the deputy worked. 


     When he answered the phone, Maude began speaking. “Ernest, it’s Maude Rogers from Madison P.D. How you doing?” 


     “Well, I’m just fine, Miss Maude. What can I do for you?” Ernest was his same friendly, helpful self. Maude was grateful for the words of kindness from the young man. 


     “Well, Ernest, I’m still chasing that son of a mangy coyote who killed those girls. Bout to get him treed, but I need some information on some folks around your city,” Maude answered. “Dawson has an uncle that might live down there. Let me check my notes a minute, and get his name for you. Oh yeah, here it is, Farley Dawson, about sixty-five years old, has a family. Know him?”  


     “Oh yeah, I know him. Got a big old house out near the lake. Sits in a wheelchair. Comes to town about once a week. Crippled in both legs. Guess it was the war. Want me to go out there tomorrow?” Ernest asked eagerly. His duties were mostly stopping drunks from speeding outside the city limits. Some real police work would be a good thing. 


     “That would be great, Ernest. Be careful though. Our man is a mean piece of work. He took his boy with him. About eight years old. Kid’s name is Jason. Dawson may dump the kid whether the uncle likes it or not. Blood is thicker than water, you know.”  


     “Yes ma’am. I know. He’s lower than a cow patty, but his uncle would take the kid from him if need be. Farley’s a fine man. It might be a real good idea if he knew about his nephew. Course he may already know,” Ernest added thoughtfully. “No telling what might have happened out there.” 


     Maude felt a little better, trying to close some doors before Dawson could walk through them. If the killer’s uncle kept the kid, then they would know for sure Dawson was still alive, that he hadn’t gone down in a thunderstorm. 


     “Thank you Ernest,” Maude said gratefully. “If you find out anything, I’d be pleased to know it as soon as possible.” 


     “Yes ma’am. I’ll give you a holler,” he said.  


     The rest of her night was quiet, and sleep returned two hours before the alarm sounded. Tired and weary, she climbed from the bed, wishing she could sleep a few more hours. The coffee pot had molded on the bottom over the past few days, the dregs of last week’s coffee a veritable garden plot of thick growth. Later, after the pot was cleaned and the perking was done, Maude finally settled with her first cup of the day. Cigarette in hand, she reread her notebook, looking for some connection that might predict Dawson’s future movements.  


     She wished for a degree in psychology. On second thought, she did have access to a person who might understand psychotic behavior. The shrink who worked with the police department had come to them from her last position at a state level prison for the criminally insane. Doctor Jean Lindsey was as good as they come. 


     “Doctor Lindsey, please,” Maude said on the phone. “Yes, I can hold,” she replied. In just a moment or two, the doctor came on the line. 


     “Yes, this is Doctor Lindsey. Who are you?” She asked, briefly and to the point. Maude liked that about Lindsey. Each time she’d been in the doc’s office and seen her work, she had been impressed with Lindsey’s ability to get right to the heart of a matter. 


     “Doctor Lindsey, this is Maude Rogers. How are you?” She asked, not forgetting her people skills. Joe would be poking her with his elbow to remind her if he was sitting close by. 


     “Doctor, I wonder if I could impose upon you for a few minutes of your time. It’s about a serial killer who is running loose. I need to have an idea of what he may do next. I wonder if you might give me some pointers?” Maude asked, hoping the doctor had the time and willingness to help. 


     “Well...I guess I could try to help. I’m here at the office, catching up on some files today. If you want to come by, that would be okay,” Lindsey said, and then added as an afterthought. “Bring any notes you have on the person you want to talk about.” 


     Maude was glad to get out, to do something positive. Saturday was a slow day for traffic in Madison. All the local government offices, schools, and banks were shut down, and their employees were at home, having a barbeque or laying by the pool somewhere. A lucky break, the doc being in and giving away some of her time. Detective work wasn’t always ability, sometimes it was luck. How many times had she heard and said that?  


     When she arrived at the address for the police psychiatrist, Maude once again admired the decor of the suite of offices where Jean Lindsey ran a successful practice. Pale green against cream colors alternated within the doctor’s working arena, the colors designed to soothe and quieten the savage beasts of the mind. Maude always wanted to snooze when she came in for an evaluation after a shoot and sat on the cushions of the front office couch.  


     The need for expedience pushed her toward the doctor’s office door and she gently knocked. “Wait just a minute,” came back the response. 


      True to her word, Jean Lindsey opened the door after a few seconds.  


     “So what is so important, detective that gets you out on Saturday when you could be resting at home?” 


     “Why is it that everyone thinks I need to rest? I’m not that old yet,” Maude retorted. 


     “Sorry. You know what I meant,” Lindsey said apologetically. 


     “Well, yeah, sorry to be so touchy. I’m not used to people looking out for my comfort. My new partner tries to take care of me sometimes, makes me feel old.” Maude sat in a chair as the doctor’s pointed toward it with her right hand. 


     “You are not old, detective, just deserving of a rest on your days off. Now what do you want to ask me. I have other work to do, and then I’m going home to rest,” she said, with a slight smile. 


     “Let me tell you about the subject of my stress right now,” Maude began. “He’s a killer in his early forties, abused by a relative when he was a child; probably his mother. Kills women, removes body parts. Hearts, breasts, tongue, eyes. Just killed his wife, took his son with him, would have taken his daughter, but she hid from him thinking they were playing a game. Now he’s in Texas again. Oh yeah, he’s been fixated on me for years. I was his nanny for three months when he was less than three years old. I believe he was being abused even then.” Maude was out of breath, talking too fast. She needed a cigarette, but knew the doc would throw her out if she lit up. 


     Lindsey was busy, sorting files, listening to Maude. A small worry frown crept across her face. “How did he kill his wife?” She asked. 


     “Gunshot to the temple. The kid was hiding, and heard the gunfire but didn’t come out,” Maude said. 


     “Good thing. He probably would have killed her too. What do you want out of this?” 


     “What do you mean? I want him caught,” Maude answered. 


     “Then what happens?” The doc asked. 


     “Then it’s out of my hands, but at least the murdering scum won’t be on the streets.” The answer came from years of training, from knowing how to do the right thing. The police perspective was to catch, not punish, criminals. Emotions had no business in law enforcement, or so they had told her. 


     “And about your young friend, will you be content to ‘catch’ her killer?” Lindsey asked, looking sharply at Maude. 


     “Are you asking me if I intend to kill him, or bring him in? If you are, then I have to say I’d get pleasure out of pulling the trigger on the gun that sends him to hell. Nothing would bring me greater pleasure at this time in my life, but I won’t do that,” Maude said hoarsely, with a catch in her throat. 


     “My guess is, he’s not done with you. I think his obsession with you has been growing for many years, since you left him there at the house. The safety he had with you was taken away when you left, somewhat in the same way that his mother took her love away from him each time she hit him or hurt him in some way. Maybe you two are tied together and seen as one in his memory. 


               “There are no explanations for the anomalies of mental disease. Sometimes they just happen. Your killer is on the extreme end of obsessions aberrations. Quite possibly his only contact with reality may lie within you, detective. I think he will come to you very soon, and I would suggest, from a clinical viewpoint that you be prepared. Don’t let him get you alone.” 


     Lindsey finished talking and began putting her files back together, giving Maude a quick nod that could only be interpreted as dismissal. 


     “Thanks, Doc. You’ve given me some things to think about; none of them to my liking,” Maude grumbled as she opened the green and cream colored door. “I hope I don’t have to see you anytime soon.” 


     “Make an appointment detective. You have a shooting to discuss.” Doctor Lindsey looked up from her armload of files. “See you soon.” 


     Maude let the door close behind her, intent on her next move. She called Joe but all she could get was his voice mail. “Joe, this is your partner. Give me a call if you get this.” She hated talking to machines, but had no choice sometimes. “I’ll be at my house.” 


     Thirty minutes later, Maude opened the door and entered her home, lit up an unfiltered cigarette and went through the house to sit on her back porch. She poured a gin and tonic on the way, adding ice from the kitchen refrigerator freezer. The phone rang, and she answered it reluctantly, hoping to keep the serenity of the moment. 


     “Hello,” she said. “This is Maude Rogers, whose calling?” 


     “Miss Maude, it’s me, Ernest. I thought I best call you. I went to see Farley Dawson, and sure enough, the boy is there. Farley said his nephew dropped him off yesterday morning. He said his nephew sounded crazy as a March hare, saying that Bobby is gone and never coming back. He warned Farley to keep quiet about the boy if he wanted to live.” 


     Maude was silent for a minute, trying to digest the new information.  “Thank you Ernest,” she said soon after. “I don’t know what all that means, but if the boy is safe, that is a blessing. I appreciate you taking the time to help out once again.” 


     “Yes, ma’am, anytime you need me, just pick-up the phone,” the deputy said, ending the call. 


     The rocking chair called her name, her butt so tired she could hardly wait to sit down. The stress of the trip to Phoenix was still taking its toll on her body. She sat down heavily, kicking her boots off, sighing loudly as the evening air cooled her toes through thin cotton socks.  


     The gin hit her empty stomach and threatened to come back up, the brief nausea from the alcohol a temporary condition. Before long the drink eased her tensions, and she sat back in the chair and closed her eyes. The shade of the porch overhang shut out the last of the evening sun and her last thought before she dozed was gratitude to God that the boy was safe. 


     The sound of gunfire and the whizz of a ricocheted bullet passing near her head made Maude jump awake and dive from the chair. She cursed her bad knees for the slowness of her movement. Another loud pop and zing of a near miss had her on the floor, looking for cover.  


     The only solid object on the porch was a large, metal milk can, its circumference adorned with painted flowers. The can, a leftover from Grace’s domain, was filled with sand to keep the winds from toppling it during storms that blew quickly through the countryside. 


     Maude crawled behind the can and reached for her gun in the holster on her belt. Another loud pop came from down the hill this time, near her rent house. The impact of the bullet that followed broke the large, double- paned window of her bedroom, causing Maude to curse loudly. 


     “Son of a gun, I’ll have to replace that glass!” she yelled. Positioning herself directly behind the milk can, she tried to pinpoint where the shooter was hiding. She saw the swaying limbs of a peach tree near the backyard garden of the rent house where Mary Ellen’s sunflowers waved bright, yellow faces in the evening breeze.  


     Positioning the pistol against the handle of the milk can, Maude fired  at the peach tree, her finger gentle on the sensitive trigger, repeating the process once, then twice. Moving as fast as her knees would propel her forward, she headed away from the back porch, toward the large post and open gate that separated the rent house from the main residence.  


     The sun was lowering, filling the western sky with its bright red and orange goodbye, the phrase, ‘red sky at night, sailor’s delight’ reassuring Maude that there would be no rain before morning. She sat behind the post, using its breadth for cover, trying to keep from being shot.  


     The silence in the dusk was eerie; the experience of her long years affirming that danger still lurked downhill from her location. Easing herself away from the post, Maude began a slow crawl low to the ground in the direction of the last gunfire. Her socked feet, damp from the moisture in the freshly watered grass found a cache of goat heads, the meanest kind of stickers in the grass.  


     “Ouch,” she said, pulling burrs off her wet socks. “Dang stickers and sprinklers,” she said to herself. Her movements were slow and cautious with the ache in her hips beginning to demand that she stop and rest, but there was no time. Darkness would be on them soon. Even then, in the early part of dusk, the stars were becoming visible. 


     A peach tree and a pear tree grew about fifty feet from the rear entry of the rent house, and near them sat a utility shed housing garden tools and the push lawnmower used for the yard and garden upkeep. Maude always allowed her renters to plant their own garden as long as they didn’t let it become an overgrown jungle of unattended plants. 


     The utility shed was large enough to conceal a person intent on hiding himself, a thought that drove her away from the building. She kept watch for movement in other places as she crawled on her stomach. The loud pop of gunfire began again, one following another, the shots whining as they penetrated objects in the yard. Maude was pissed.  


     “Coward,” she yelled, rolling away from her former position. “Come and get me.” 


     The bullets began peppering the ground where she had lain just moments before, all emanating from the right side of the utility shed. Maude found her cell phone in the pocket of her jeans, and forced her hand inside to retrieve it, the awkwardness of her position causing the phone to hang on the seam of her pocket. Finally she had it.  


     Quietly she opened the device and made a whispered call for backup. She knew that the sounds of law enforcement and emergency vehicles would soon permeate the night air. There were only a few minutes left to finish her job. 


     Hugging the side of her rent house, Maude knew she was concealed enough to get off the ground onto her knees and begin a fast, painful crawl toward the left side of the shed. When she got closer, she could see the door was partially opened, the inside dark and forbidding. Scuffling noises were coming from the shed, sounds of metal clinking against metal indicating someone was inside.  


     The door suddenly burst wide open, and a dark figure propelled the pedals of a mountain bike across the yard, headed for the open street. Mary Ellen and her roommate had both owned bicycles, and Maude had stored them in the shed after the murders, waiting for their families to claim the property. She quickly fired a shot toward the fleeing figure, nicking the rider in the left shoulder. She saw the figure hesitate for a minute, then turn and fire toward her position.  


     A bright-burning sensation started near her waistline on the left side, the pain intense and continuous. Maude pulled her pants aside and saw an entry wound above her hip, a pass through hole that was bleeding slowly. In spite of the pain, the detective knew that she couldn’t stop and wait for help or the shooter would get away. She knew it was Dawson, for who else would stalk her in her own home. 


     She reached inside her shirt and unhooked her bra, then slid her hand inside the sleeve until she could find the straps. Pulling the cotton fabric through the sleeve holes she removed the garment and folded it tightly against the wound in her side. The injury didn’t look life threatening, it just hurt like hell. 


     Putting pressure against the wound with the fabric of her bra, Maude used her belt across her hips, stopping the bleeding and easing the pain somewhat. She took some deep breaths, her nerves tight from pain, anxiety, and fear. 


     Determination that the killer wasn’t going to get away drove her toward the utility shed where she pulled the second bicycle away from the wall and mounted it, stripping off the burr-filled socks. But Maude’s problems were increasing. She hadn’t been on a bicycle since she was sixteen years old. Her weakened condition aside, Maude knew she had to give chase before the killer disappeared again. She straddled the craft and began pedaling barefoot, weaving across the yard as she tried to gain control, using the brakes and the handle bars for support. She fell once, but recovered in time to grab for the side of the house to keep from hitting the ground. 


     Finally the weaving stopped as the front wheel rolled onto the pavement of the street, in the direction of the departing shooter. Up ahead, Maude could see the faint outline of a figure moving down the darkening road, the object of her chase within sight, giving her the incentive to pedal the machine faster.  


     The bicycle weaved again as the speed of her forward motion increased. Maude reseated herself, restoring her balance on the awkward, rolling contraption. The front wheel settled and turned faster, easing her closer to the figure ahead. She gritted her teeth against the pain in her side and the ache in her bare feet as they pushed the rough pedals. The pads of her feet scraped the pavement, searching for balance. There was some small comfort from the knowledge that she wouldn’t keel over dead from her wounds. 


     The escaping bicyclist had slowed, and began weaving across the road, possibly hoping that his pursuer would become over-confident after seeing his addled movements. Maude took advantage of the slower speed of the rider and closed more of the distance between them.  


     Suddenly the sound of gunfire began again as the shooter fired his weapon from the weaving bicycle, first toward Maude, and then toward the headlights of a car in his lane. The four wheel vehicle was moving fast toward the bike rider, the car’s high beams blinding both Maude and the shooter. She drew a deep breath, knowing that the driver of the car had probably saved her life by distracting the shooter’s aim.  


     Keeping her speed, Maude drew closer to the other bicycle, dodging to the side of the road as the oncoming car spotted the two riders and tried to avoid connecting with either of them. A rock, or a hole in the pavement, or possibly a distortion of the tar that had melted and reset on the street threw the front wheel of the first bicycle onto the pavement. He landed on the section of gravel and tar between the car driver’s ability to stop and his unchecked forward motion. The screeching of older style, drum brakes and the sound of metal crushing against metal was all Maude could hear until the agonizing scream of the bicyclist drowned all other sounds.  


     She stopped pedaling and touched the hand brake, hoping she could stop without falling. Miraculously, her feet drug the pavement beneath her, and she realized that the chaos had come to an end. The pain in her side had returned with a vengeance and blood from the wound was dripping down her left leg, weakening her. But in the end, it was the pain from pushing the metal bicycle pedals with her bare feet that moved her to the side of the pavement. Maude dismounted and sat quietly, out of the way of traffic.  


     The car that had collided with the fleeing shooter stopped, the driver shocked by the suddenness of the accident. He had not been hurt by the wildly flying bullets. He called for the cops, but the dispatcher at 911 told him that emergency vehicles were already en route. 


     Maude could only sit and dizzily watch the scene in front of the automobile’s headlights. Any further response was impossible. The pain from the beltline wound was excruciating, the injury worse than she had at first thought. Her weapon was still in the holster where she had placed it before she began the chase. She was grateful that it hadn’t fallen to the pavement in the wild ride, knowing that she wouldn’t have lived it down if she’d she lost her gun on the roadway. 


     “Crap,” she said to no one in particular, “I need a cigarette.” 


    

      


    


  




  

     Chapter 30 


     The next few minutes arrived and passed slowly, bringing too many questions from too many people. The haziness of night was confusing when seen through the headlights of a thousand cars. At least there seemed to be a thousand or more to Maude. Ambulance drivers in pairs surrounded her, ready to lift her bruised and bleeding body from the ground where she still sat, observing the scene. 


     “Wait,” Maude said to the strong arms placing her on a gurney. “Wait. I need to find out what happened. Is he dead?” 


     “Don’t know ma’am. Can you tell me your name?” One of emergency techs continued talking while piercing Maude’s arm with a needle attached to a plastic bottle hanging above the gurney. 


     “Maude Rogers,” she said tiredly, “Detective Maude Rogers. I must talk to the officers that are here.” 


     “Yes ma’am,” the tech said, “There are some other police officers talking to that man in the car. I don’t know if they see you over here. We can make sure they know you’re going to the hospital.” 


     “Not yet. I can’t leave here till I see what happened,” Maude insisted. 


     “Detective Rogers, you’re hurt pretty bad, lost a lot of blood. We need to get you to the hospital.” The emergency worker was adamant, but no more so than Maude. 


     “Wheel me over there and let me see for myself. This is my crime scene,” she insisted, trying to raise her body off the gurney. 


     “Okay detective. We can take you by there, but then we have to leave.” It seemed to Maude she had finally got through to the men transporting her, but after she turned her head and recognized Robert Dawson lying on the road, surrounded by flashing blue and red lights, the last thing she remembered was being forcibly strapped to the gurney as she tried to get off it to see if he was dead or alive.  


     Maude’s next conscious thought was that she was incredibly thirsty and needed a cigarette. There was a hammer being wielded against the back of her head and a stake went through her left side, pinning her to a small bed.  


     “Where am I?” She yelled. “Hey, where am I, and why am I tied down? What’s going on?”   


     “Oh, Maudie, you need to be still.” The voice that spoke sounded familiar. “You’re hurt pretty bad. They have some plastic lines going in and out of you. You aren’t tied down. Now if you want to be tied down, I could oblige you,” the speaker continued. “But let’s wait till we get you out of here.” 


     “Bill, Bill Page. Is that you?” Maude asked, her voice echoing the confusion she felt. 


     “Yes ma’am, sure is,” the tall, mustached man said, leaning over her face, kissing her cheek in the process. “It’s me in the flesh. Heard you were down, and thought I’d see for myself. Couldn’t believe that anyone could get by you, and put you in the hospital.” 


     “No good son of a dog ambushed me. But I think I got him too,” she said tiredly. 


     “You did. Hit him twice, once in the lower part of his right, butt cheek, and the other one in his right shoulder. He should have turned the other cheek, would have made sitting easier,” Bill said with a grin. 


     “So I didn’t I kill him?” She asked with her voice breaking. 


     “No ma’am, you didn’t. He rode that bicycle into the front end of John Q. Public’s automobile and knocked hell out of himself and the machine he was riding. It near killed him, but he isn’t dead. He’s in the hospital under guard, but he isn’t going any place.” Bill seemed to be having a little fun with Maude, and it had begun to tick her off. 


     “Who called you?” She growled. 


     “Your partner, Joe. Told me you were in bad shape so I took the red-eye and here I am. Guess you might say I was hoping to get to see you still alive,” he added, more seriously. 


     “Where is Dawson? I want to see him. Got to make sure he’s down and stays down,” Maude said, trying to get out of the bed. 


     “Whoa now, Miss Maudie, you aren’t going anywhere for a little bit,” Bill said, easing her back down on the pillow. “Your man will keep. He isn’t going anywhere for a few days. Don’t think he will ever be the same. The crash with the car left his head with a big knot on it and both his arms and one leg broken. He has a broken hip, several lacerations on his face and torso and is in a coma from the head injury. I’m sure your partner can fill you in on the details.” 


     Maude lay back. “How long have I been in here?” she asked. 


     “Two nights. You’ve been in and out, mumbling some. The docs patched up the hole in your side and worked on your feet. Be a while before you can walk on those beauties. Tore them up pretty good,” Bill said, sympathy creeping into his voice. “My, my, Maude Rogers; you are one tough cop. Wish I had a picture of that ride you made. Hot dang.” 


     “Yeah, I’m tougher than I am smart,” she said with a sigh. 


     Within a few minutes both Lieutenant Patterson and Joe Allen entered the room. They were both smiling.  


     “What’s so funny?” She asked testily. 


     “We heard you hollering all the way down the end of the hall,” Patterson replied. “Figured someone must have woke the she-bear in her den.” 


     “How you doing, partner?” Joe asked, looking at her with concern. 


     “I’m ready to get out of this bed,” she said. “I have work to do.” 


     “Not so fast, detective,” Patterson warned. “You can sit up here and write your report.” 


     “Joe, see if you can get her a laptop. I need to see her version of what happened.” 


     “I’ll tell you what happened. Dawson tried to kill, me but he slipped up and just wounded me. Then I shot at him, and I guess I hit him. He took off on a bicycle, and I jumped on the other one. That’s what happened.” 


     “Maude, have you seen the results of his shooting before?” Bill asked quietly. 


     “We tracked his movements, detective,” Patterson said, “He had more than one gun with him when he went calling on you. He wasn’t looking to kill you. Standing up against the side of your rent house was a sniper rifle with a laser sight. It hadn’t been fired. Your boy was sending you a message. But he wasn’t trying to kill you, or you’d be dead.”   


     “Fraid so Maude,” Joe said quietly. “Dawson must have had another reason for coming to your house. Not sure what it was, but it wasn’t to kill you, unless… something changed his mind when he got there. Either way, I’m glad to see you still spitting and sputtering, alive and sassy.” 


     Maude lay back, pondering the information, her confusion disappearing with the iteration of the facts from the scene with Dawson. She wondered why he hadn’t put more effort into killing her. Or maybe he didn’t get the chance after she returned his fire. Why would he shoot at her if he didn’t mean to kill her? She still wasn’t clear about his obsession with her. So she knew him for three months when he was a little boy. That wasn’t enough to create a strong attachment, was it?  


     Determined to get some answers to her questions Maude pretended to be falling asleep, hoping the group of well-meaning men would leave her for a while. Thankfully, it worked. All three left the room and went elsewhere. Easing her feet over the side of the bed she discovered that Bill  had made a very good prediction concerning her feet. There would be no walking on them today. A wheelchair sat off to the right of the bed, its large spokes stilled. 


     Maude pulled herself as far down the bed as she could go, trying to reach the chair and pull it to the bed. She leaned outward, grabbing at the edge with her fingertips, but found it to be too far away. Frustration with the helplessness of her situation had her swearing to herself, renaming the chair and the entire hospital with less than respectable epithets. When she was about to scream ‘uncle’, and forget the whole thing, she heard a small laugh, and turned to see her Joe  standing beside the bed. 


     “I thought you’d try something like this so I came back. Figured I could help,” he said, going for the wheelchair. “Let’s go before they come back.” 


     Loading Maude into the chair with ease, Joe released the two hand brakes, placed a coverlet on Maude’s lap, and handed off control of the machine holding the intravenous solution to her before starting down the corridor. 


     “Room 326,” he said. “That’s Dawson’s room. Let’s go.” 


     The stand with the bottle, clips, and tubes reeled a bit as they made the first corner of the corridor, but after a little time, Maude grew accustomed to holding the tall pole loosely so it could turn easier without careening off to the side or threatening to fall and pull the lines out of her body. Several staff members of the hospital gave Joe the eye as he raced past them, but his friendly face belied the illicit purpose of his patient’s outing.  


     The ‘B’ elevators, listing critical care rooms as well as surgical recovery rooms as destinations, rose upward for the necessary three stories to the floor where Dawson lay in his room in a waking coma. The two fleeing fugitives of hospital nursing care entered and then departed the lift, treading the tiles of the corridor beginning with room 310. 


     Sixteen doors away lay Dawson, the machinery connected to his body. It was twice what had held Maude down, confined to her bed, before her unlikely escape. The sound of footsteps coming quickly down the corridor permeated Dawson’s sleep, reminding him that he had previously been running from some old woman. Using a force greater than mere willpower, the man in the hospital bed tried to rise, only to find himself imprisoned in double casts on his arms and one on his left leg, each held high in the air by pulleys connected to the ceiling. The accident two nights before had left him in a helpless state, with the solid weight of plaster encasing three limbs and a portion of his lower anatomy, while the smaller, uninjured portion of his body lay supine upon the hospital bed. 


     Try as he might, Dawson couldn’t move from the bed, but was forced to lie there, listening to the labored breath of a man pushing a wheelchair down the corridor.  


     The guard outside the hospital room nodded as Detective Allen arrived, winded but resolute. 


     “We’re going in. Write your report if you need to, but we’re going. My partner here chased this man all the way across Kingdom Come, and she isn’t about to give up now,” Joe said, after catching his breath. 


     Stepping back from the door, the officer allowed them to enter the room where Dawson lay, attached to the hospital bed. The killer appeared to be sleeping, his body still except for the gentle motion of his breathing. 


     Maude wheeled herself to the side of the bed, staring at the murderer, hoping to see something that made this man different from all the other perverts and killers that she had known. He looked perfectly normal, except for the deep road rash on his face where the car had pushed him down the street on the bicycle. Dawson is lucky to be alive, she thought. Of the two bullets she had fired at him, one had connected with his shoulder, barely missing his heart; the other had singed his right buttock.  


     Maude felt nothing for the man who lay there, even though her young friend, Mary Ellen, had lost her life to him. The anger and grief had been put aside for a while. Now she must feel gratified that the madman was constrained and under guard, his murdering days curtailed.  


     “One question, Dawson,” she said, not expecting a reply. “Why me? What did you want? Was it my approval, or were you hoping that I would kill you?”  


     The man lay still, apparently still in a coma. She started to turn away, to give it up. 


     “Bobby.” A whisper came from the man’s mouth. “Kid loved you. He saved your miserable life, wouldn’t let me use the rifle. You were lucky. Bobby’s gone now, gone forever.” The man on the bed suddenly lost his animation and then lay still.  


     She was tired. Her feet hurt and she felt bone weary. The man under the hospital sheets was just another case, another captured lunatic who thought he could rule the world by taking lives. She had plenty of other questions, for sure. Right then, the most important fact was that Dawson wouldn’t be hurting anyone else. A tiny tic stirred the memory of a little boy, sitting in her lap, his tears wetting her hands. Maude shook her head impatiently at the memory, casting it off quickly as finished business, content to let the laws of the land determine the fate of the man.  


     “I’ll see you in court, Robert Dawson, or whoever you are,” she said, turning her chair and wheeling herself down the hallway, hoping to see Bill Page once again. 


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


     Epilogue 


     The tall rock surface of the building seemed to go on and on, the floors ascending higher and higher. The guards said that the ‘crazier they were, the higher they were sent’. The twenty-second floor was only for the really bad ones, the ones who killed for pleasure, or because they had been told by voices to get it done. In the middle of the floor, in one of the many rooms enclosed by bars running vertically from floor to ceiling was one of the settled residents, number 73. He was formerly known as Robert Dawson, but on floor Twenty-Two, each resident had a number instead of a name. Number 73 was not only insane; he was catatonic as well.   


     In the state of Texas, an insanity plea may be called a prettier name, but it means the same as it does in other states. The end result of the court’s decision was that Robert Dawson would be locked away forever, with no hope for release.  


     Number 73’s traumatized mental condition following his encounter with the automobile was credited to a wallop to the brain during his head over heels slide on the pavement. A large part of his cerebellum had swollen against the skull, causing irreparable damage, or so the experts said. A jury had heard the evidence against him and labeled him an insane killer, sentencing him to life in the Madison-MacArthur Prison for the Criminally Insane.  


     Dawson’s son and daughter were represented at the trial by the children’s grandmother and paternal uncle. They raised no pleas for mercy for the defendant- both children had lost their mother in the killing spree of their father. Dawson sat still during the proceedings, not comprehending his fate, a vacant look in his eyes, saying nothing and acknowledging no one, the light in his mind extinguished. 


     The killer made no sound during the trial except once, when he cried for his mother as Detective Maude Rogers testified concerning the list of horrendous incidents, including murder, uncovered in her investigation of Robert Dawson. Detective Rogers was an effective witness, relating both the findings of the bodies of Dawson’s victims, and later, the retrieval of a cache of ‘treasures’, located in the floor of Dawson’s airplane. The cache contained pieces of body parts from many different people. Forensics was still trying to identify the enormous amount of victims represented there. 


     On a Friday night, a year from the day that Robert Dawson was sentenced to life in prison, a new, young male inmate was introduced to floor Twenty-Two. The inmate, Number 90, was a bully to the other residents, and during an unguarded, social gathering, he proceeded to make his presence known to the mentally deranged and highly sedated before being stopped. He had begun by punching Number 73 in the lower stomach, an area on the inmate that was particularly sensitive to pain.   


     The next morning the same young man was found dead in his bunk, his throat torn open, his body exsanguinated.  Number 73 was questioned briefly, along with the others, but only as a matter of procedure. The absence of verbal response from the Number 73 was in keeping with the fixed, blank canvas of his face and the line of drool that dripped from the corner of his mouth. It was a presentation devoid of emotion and comprehension.  


     No blood trails led away from the brutalized inmate’s bunk, nor was any blood found on any of the persons of floor Twenty-Two. Number 73 had been dismissed as a suspect; his mental condition only one reason. All violent criminals were locked in their rooms on the night of the murder as well as on every other night. The list included Number 73.  


     Chance would have it that the idea of an early dinner that night was very tempting to the investigator who searched number 73’s room after the murder. His reservation at a local Italian restaurant had been hard to get, and he had no intention of missing it because of a dead, crazy inmate. After a cursory look-see of the room, the investigator hesitated momentarily, seeing, but not comprehending something amiss. Then without a backward glance, he shrugged, and gave the all-clear sign as he left the cell. 


     A bit of patience, and a touch more perseverance might have delivered a hearty ‘Eureka!’ from the restaurant-bound fellow as his observant eye spied the piece of shiny metal reflecting the room’s garishly bright light. A shifting of pillow and sheet this way, or that, would have revealed a crude key made in the hospital’s machine shop, a key that slipped perfectly into, and out of, the lock on number 73’s door.  


     It was only a small treasure trove that lay hidden beneath the mattress--a nest of pink and white, long-bodied capsules used specifically for the control of personality crossover. But a savvy investigator immune to the growl of his stomach might also have listened well and heard the brief, soft sounds of a small boy crying for his mother. Chance again had it that the monster Robert Dawson, aka Ridge Roberts, shushed the child and pushed him aside as the cell’s iron door closed on greased hinges.  


     The End 
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     Chapter 1 


     Monday November 23 


     The early morning hours had been disappointing. Sodden skies and a cold easterly wind brought dampness that chilled the two lovers who walked along the beach near Edwards Paradise, the resort on Edwards Bay. At about eleven o’clock the skies began clearing, leaving thin white clouds, blue sky, and the warmth of the sun to dry the moisture from the air.  


     The old timers at the resort told the couple, “Don’t get too comfortable. A cold front’s due in soon.” 


     After the gloomy weather had come and gone, the two decided a small rowboat, a bottle of wine, and a picnic from the resort kitchen would be heavenly out on the bay. According to people who knew her, Jenny had hoped to finally fulfill a long-time dream of dragging her toes in the water while lying in a slow moving boat. A city girl who seldom got anywhere near the water could still fantasize. 


     The man who owned the rowboat recalled, “The girl had seemed really happy, eager to try her hand at rowing, and her partner was friendly, nodding and winking.” He also said that Aaron had paid the daily rate with his credit card, but didn’t know how long he would keep the boat.  


     At five in the afternoon, Elmore Gandy, the owner of Gandy’s Boat Rentals had begun to get anxious. The couple hadn’t returned from their rowing journey on the bay, and the sun was going to be setting in less than an hour. He was anxious for two reasons. He wanted his boat back, and he wanted to go home. It never crossed his mind that something had gone wrong, he figured the two lovers had beached the boat for a little privacy and lost track of time. 


     Elmore, called Sandy because of his hair color, had lived around the bay in one place or another for forty years, and the boat business belonged to him and his daddy.  


     Old man Gandy had started renting boats as far back as 1925; in fact, some of the boats were just that old, because Sandy and his dad both took good care of them, with regular inside-outside cleanings, and patching holes that the rocks and oyster shells knocked in them. Of course all the boats weren’t that old, but a couple of them went really far back. Usually during November, Sandy would bring all the boats in out of the bay for the winter, scraping and painting, getting ready for the spring when people went out to enjoy the water. A twist of fate had changed his schedule making the boat still available to the young couple.  


               Gandy’s place was the only one around for renting a boat. Located next to the public boat docks on Edwards Bay, the business stocked bottled water and snacks and sold decent grilled sandwiches and French fried potatoes from the small store kitchen. The young couple had chosen a red boat fading to red-brown, with oarlocks, two oars, and a small gas motor good for fishing or other forms of recreation requiring location changes on the lake. 


     Aaron Dennis and Jenny Marx hadn’t returned by six o’clock and daylight was waning. There was no sign of a boat on the lake’s horizon, forcing Sandy to call the sheriff to come with the county rescue boat and spot light. The sheriff and one of his deputies showed up, and after Sandy pointed out the direction the young people had gone, he went inside his house to supper. His wife had just about given up on him by that time, so he figured he’d best hurry, or make her even unhappier. He left his store and the docks for an hour while Sheriff Jack was out searching the deep-water bay.  


                        1:00 PM Monday November 23 


     The rowboat was easy to control in the cool breeze that blew across the bay. The small motor could be used later when it was time to get serious about returning to the resort, but in the meantime, both Aaron and Jenny tried their hands at rowing. True to her wish, at one time Jenny had both feet over the side of the boat, her toes ruffling the surface of the water. A local man fishing for catfish with cut bait had anchored his boat close to the north shore and saw the young couple idling away the afternoon. Later when that same fellow heard some woman detective was asking questions he came forward and told what he had seen.   


     For a man with no experience with rowing a real boat, Aaron had the small craft skimming the water each time he dipped his shoulder, its speed increasing as the curve of the bay placed the south wind against the back of the boat. The fisherman said that the boat fairly flew across the water. 


     Along the rocky shoreline ahead of them Aaron looked for places to dock the boat for a picnic and probably regretted his rowing choice of the north side of the bay. The shore ahead of him was barren with low cliffs jutting out into rough salt water at the end, leaving few if any places for landing. He had looked over his shoulder toward the south shore, saw the convenience of the beach near the resort, but refused to cross the bay again, back the way they had come. Instead he turned the boat around and rowed in a westward direction, scanning the north shoreline again for a water approach to land. 


     He spotted it then. A small winding waterway wide enough for the boat lay just ahead. That was fine with Aaron. A little privacy was what he had wanted; he and Jenny were going to have a picnic.  


     Abandoning his rowing, Aaron used the pull start on the boat motor to fire the engine, the propeller turning easily in the deep blue of the bay. As he entered the low water of the inlet he saw that it was muddy and shallow, just deep enough for the motor to propel the boat forward. The faster movement helped to shoo away the mosquitoes that swarmed from the marsh grass along the bank. It was easier to navigate the narrow water way before the tide came in and filled it to overflowing. Several hundred yards further down there was no longer any rear sighting of the bay once the boat was docked against the bank. 


     The boat easily docked there, pushing oysters deeper into the mud, the grinding noise of wood on shell an unmistakable sound in the oyster gatherer’s hidey hole. At low tide, Aaron jumped out of the boat, up to the marshy bank, digging his feet in, looking for places to step, his water shoes making impressions that the tide would later wash away. The landing was three feet higher than the water in the inlet but nothing he couldn’t manage. Jenny had grabbed hold of the boat’s tie rope, searched the bank for an appropriate clump of tall weeds, and placed the loop around a group of saltwater reeds near the edge.  


     The coverlet they had used to wrap the picnic basket in the boat made a fine resting spot under the tree. Jenny pulled off her shoes again, enjoying the sun on her bare feet while resting her head on Aaron’s arm. A smile of happiness crossed her face. A boat motor on the bay whined in the background as she dozed on the pallet under the tree, alee of the wind. The sound of wood against shell should have alerted the couple that another boat was docking near them, but they were oblivious to danger and it went unnoticed. 


     The grass was still crisp from drying in the heat of the Gulf summer and their footsteps crunched with each step as the occupants of the new boat made their way quickly to Aaron and Jenny. Their faces uncovered in the afternoon sun, the two approached the man first, appreciating that he was napping and therefore less difficult to overpower. The girl was easy, her strength no concern to the men. They knew the couple’s body sizes, knew that Aaron went to the gym every day, and had planned for the contingency; he might be difficult to contain. 


     Aaron awoke, startled by a hand over his nose and mouth, his breath coming in gasps through compressed nostrils.  


     “You, I know you! What are you doing? What do you want?” he spoke against the hand, his words garbled. The man held him against the ground, the pressure of his bodyweight an immense anchor keeping him from Jenny. The pistol in the man’s hand was leveled at Aaron’s head. 


     “Keep still, lover boy. Enjoy the time you have left. A man like you should have known to be careful, to watch what was behind him.” 


     The hand released his nose and mouth allowing Aaron to take a deep breath. The shock was dissipating as the horror of truth began to take over. Panic from fear started low in his abdomen and climbed to his brain. 


     “Jenny? Where is Jenny? Please don’t hurt her.”  


     The guttural laughter that came from the opposite side of the pallet was chilling, “Whoa now, little girl! Hold still, papa’s going to ride you.”  


     “Jenny, Jenny, I’m sorry.” Aaron screamed as the big man began to strip her shirt. “It’s my fault.” 


     “Let me go!” Jenny had cried, her senses overcome by confusion and fear. 


     “I don’t think so. You’re an extra perk. I haven’t had a pretty thing like you in a long time, and you see, I’ve been real good lately,” the man had said, his large hands busy with her body. 


     “Hurry up you two,” a third voice spoke from farther away, “Get the job done. I want to get away from these bugs.” 


     The brute suddenly turned from Jenny and moved quickly to assist his partner, administering a fast and hard blow to Aaron who had begun bucking and fighting against the man sitting on his chest. Taking advantage of her assailant’s inattention, Jenny jumped up and began running semi-naked away from the marsh bank and the water.  


     “Go get her,” the third voice said tiredly. “Come on, will you.” 


     The sounds of running feet close behind Jenny almost paralyzed her with fear, but she kept on struggling to outpace the man, the pain in her bare feet on the crisp marsh grass crippling her forward movement. She screamed for help over and over knowing it wasn’t coming. It was too late. He had already grabbed her blonde ponytail and flung her onto the damp ground, panting from his exertions. 


     “You’re really a wild one, going to feel real good breaking you in!” The big man had hurt her when he fell upon her on the marshy ground. The sharp grass and weeds were an unpleasant bed beneath her but he made himself comfortable pulling her pants off, then using them to protect his knees as he lowered his cargo shorts. Spreading her legs with his body, the big man held Jenny down by her hair. “She kept trying to get away”, he said later. 


     Jenny sobbed and fought the man as best she could; the physical pain was overwhelming, but the pain in her heart so much worse. She knew the violation of her body was only a prelude to what was to come. The man was unmasked, with no fear of being recognized. Jenny was a smart girl who had known at that moment  that she was going to die. “Aaron, help me,” she screamed shrilly as the big man violently abused her body over and over in the process of taking her life.  


     The man holding Aaron down beat him in the face and on the head with the butt of the gun. 


     “We were going to do this with a little more finesse,” he said disgustedly. “I should have shot you while you were sleeping.” 


     “But why?” Aaron asked through his pain. “Who are you, and why are you doing this? Take my wallet. Take the car, it’s at the resort. I’ll give you money. Just go away and leave us alone.” 


     “No dice. A job is a job. I already agreed,” the man said, wielding another blow. He fingered the trigger of the loaded weapon and jammed the barrel against Aaron’s head, firing twice in succession.  


     The blood and brains splash of the educated doctor was no worse or better than that of a dock worker, the killer said later to his comrades. He knew because he had murdered both in his time. 


     The third voice asked the question. “Is it done?”  


     Both men nodded, ready to travel. “All cleaned up. Let’s go,” the first man said. “Let’s take their boat, it has a motor.” 


     Looking back over his handiwork for a minute, the big man had smiled, checked his zipper, and admired the perky pony tail hanging from the scraggly huisache tree.  


     “Yep. We’re done here,” he agreed, and jumped into Gandy’s boat.  


     The old dinghy had been aground, tied to a post on the shore near the inlet when the killing crew first found it, believing it to be the boat of an oysterman or fisherman. The original color had faded in the sun and salt water from brown to a streaked tan, but strips of the original color could be seen under the seat in the middle of the boat. The find was the good fortune of the killers, although they had been prepared to push their larger boat through the inlet or walk the distance if necessary. 


     The owner of the old tan boat was an even older man who lived back a ways in a small shack made from drift wood and other beached lumber he had salvaged from the Gulf. The old man lived alone most of the time except when his grandson was out of school and came to visit  


     The boy’s father had landed a privately owned helicopter onto a cleared spot in front of the shack on the day of the murders but he hadn’t seen the incident. What the boy had seen was three people that got off a big boat, hijacked his grandfather’s small boat, then poled and rowed it up the inlet where the oystermen had some of their hidey holes.  


     Sometime much later when the whole story came out at the trial, the boy would tell what he had seen. The information would help to provide evidence that three people used Old Man Billings boat to facilitate the crimes of rape and murder. 


     3:00 PM Monday November 23 


     The old man’s name was Theodore Billings, but no one called him Theodore away from his face. He seldom used the boat anymore, but after his grandson left, he got really pissed off when he saw that it was gone. He loaded up his rucksack with a few supplies for the evening and left his place a little after 3:00 P.M. on the hunt toward the slip. The slip, the narrow inlet that was the oystermen’s hidey hole was the largest of the waterways leading from Edwards Bay into the marsh grass. It dead-ended into a salt water pool full of oyster reefs. He knew how far down the slip went, knew every foot of it, just didn’t know if he could walk it at one time.   


     Old Man Billings, what everyone called him, saw Gandy’s boat near the same spot where his boat was supposed to be, and borrowed it, but he didn’t connect it’s availability to his loss. 


     He motored Gandy’s boat up the tidal slip, found his boat drifting in the rising water, picked up a few oysters then towed the dinghy back to where it belonged. He tied the two boats together to the post where the hijackers had helped themselves and then went on his way.  


     When Sheriff Jack came with that woman detective and asked him if anyone had used his boat lately, Old Man Billings remembered being real upset over something, but couldn’t recall what it was about.  


     Sheriff Jack told him later that his fingerprints were on Gandy’s boat, but Old man Billings got cranky and said, “I don’t know any reason I would be on Elmore’s beat up row boat when I have a fine one of my own.” 


      He also didn’t remember that his grandson had been at the shack and left right after lunch on the day of the murders. 


                         5:00 P.M. Monday November 23 


     Three figures exited their large boat at Jackson Park with two boarding a large black SUV, and one driving away sometime afterward in a white, older model Ford Econoline van. Both drivers were paying close attention to any traffic that might be moving on the jeep trail leading from the main boat docks at Gandy’s to the park. A larger two-lane highway connected with the jeep road and led to Edwards Paradise, eventually meandering to the four lane freeway.  


     The trip back to Houston was long and arduous for the van driver who kept watch in the rear-view mirror for the tale-tale blue and red flashers of law enforcement vehicles. 


     Each member of the killing crew rethought the incident using a mental checklist of the completed assignment. They were not friends, and knew little of each other, but all had come together earlier in the day at the boat dock in Jackson Park. The large speed boat had been stolen and was left to drift at the end. Its interior and exterior were wiped clean of prints--the instructions had been explicit. There was no room for error.   


     Driving the van was an old experience for the big man; he was dexterous with quick reflexes, characteristics not usually accorded to long muscular frames, an anomaly that made him exceedingly dangerous and a good driver in tight situations. The dead girl had discovered his quality when she tried to run from him. The smile of pleasure crossing his lips was instantaneous, disappearing as quickly as it came. She had been a fighter, and that was how he preferred his women. Too bad she had to die. It would have been fun to keep her around for a while. But orders were orders. The big man looked once again in the rear view mirror and then relaxed, knowing he was too far away to be caught. 


     The second assassin rode in the black SUV, nodding off whenever the road smoothed enough to encourage sleep. His right hand lay across his lap, fingers splayed across the weapon on his belt. He was careful, never taking unnecessary chances in life or on the job. It was good to have his part of the assignment over, and the payment waiting in Houston. The van driver was the money man, the disburser, the one who notified the crew of any changes in plans. There had been no opportunity to back out once they had begun. Any reneging on the deal offered only one ending, a merciless death.  


     The third figure, the driver of the SUV was looking down the road to the end of the job, when the money could be spent. Loving money was more than a part-time commitment--it meant that everything in life had to be geared toward success, with no lost time spent on relationships. Someone had once said that money wasn’t the root of evil, the lack of money was the impetus to do wrong. 


     The fourth person in the killing crew was an errand boy, a one-time hire whose job had been to acquire a certain kind of boat and get rid of it afterward. Sloppiness on his part had provided the crew with a boat that was too large, requiring the team to steal a smaller craft for use in the tiny water way. The big man hated sloppy screw-ups. 


     The fourth person had been waiting in the park when the others returned from the marshy slip, gathered their things and left. The big man stayed behind and pulled his weapon. He was about to dispose of the screw-up, but the target was cautious and began running-an unexpected turn of events. The big man had fired his silenced S&W.38 at the runner who headed toward the rental shack. He ceased firing when the scurrying figure disappeared from sight.  


     Blood on the ground gave the runner’s path away. The boat docks at the rental shack were no more than a quarter mile down the beach, too close. The wounded man needed to be found and finished off, but the big man couldn’t afford to be seen at the public boat docks that night. Unaware that Gandy had left the rental store unmanned, the big man missed his opportunity and reluctantly left the park, sure of the fact that the wounded man would require dispatch at a later time. 


                             6:00 PM Monday November 23 


     Sheriff Jack Fuller was a large, black man, with gray frizzy hair, deep brown eyes that sunk into his broad face until they almost disappeared, and a mouth that seldom if ever smiled. “He is pretty much all business,” the local residents said, “but a fair man you can trust with your friendship if he decides to partake of it.” Jack seldom laughed out loud, but his face didn’t change much when he did, a quirk that caused concern among strangers who heard the loud bellow, but saw no signs of mirth on the large, black face. 


     Sheriff Jack’s newest deputy had come down from a place called Buena Vista, Texas, somewhere southwest of the capitol city. Ernest Garrison had worked there as deputy for ten years, and then decided he needed a change of scenery. 


     The evening air had cooled considerably by the time the two men got their equipment ready and the boat into the water. The sky became overcast again as the sun went down. Ernest Parker Garrison was a large man about the size of Sheriff Jack, and between the two of them, they managed to tip the speedboat a little too far to one side if they sat anywhere but in the middle. Ernest was a fast learner and studied Sheriff Jack’s ways until he was able to follow the man’s movements, in or out of a boat.   


     Off in the distance, nothing but water was visible to the two lawmen, no lights of any kind shone from the far shore. It was understandable, because the long rocky shoreline was flooded during the high tides that came in from the Gulf every day, and there weren’t any places for real estate development. The salt water tides all along the north shore were fierce, and had been known to wreck small boats that got caught between the waves and the unforgiving rocks. Edwards Bay was unique to that part of the Gulf Coast, with high cliffs and rocks, reminiscent of ocean shoreline. 


     The resort on the southern shore was called Edwards Paradise, named for the large lake of water existing in symbiosis with the much larger Gulf. The land was surrounded by salt water on one end, and fresh water on the other, from a canal that connected to the river a little further northwest. At certain times of the day, the fresh water of Edwards Bay would be inundated with a strong dose of salt as the tides rolled in from the Gulf, causing the water level to rise rapidly.  


     The oyster reefs were more prevalent on the north side of the bay; the regular infusion of salt water upon the shell creatures brought with it a ready supply of food necessary for growing good, fat oysters. The oystermen would get out early in the day before the tides washed in, when the water was at its lowest level, and hand pick the shell fish from the shallow bottom of the bay. Heavily laden skiffs with huddled, grizzled, men in knit caps, high top tennis shoes, and long pants muddied and torn would return before noon, headed back toward the open boat ramps.  


     Sheriff Jack knew the routines of the oystermen of Edwards Bay because his daddy had been one of them. Sheriff Jack, or back then, just Jack would climb in the boat with his daddy, dressed to stay as warm as possible while he was wading in cold water during the fall and winter weather. Oysters were said to be good only in months with an ‘R’ in them and Jack had spent many winter months dipping his chin into the cold water as he bent over; picking the oyster shells with gloved hands, keeping to the outside part of the reef where the larger shell fish lay in smaller bunches. Sometimes only the edge of a toe was necessary for finding them in the murky water. 


     The oystermen knew the rocky shoreline, knew the best places for anchoring  boats safely, and knew where the inlets were located. Those small strips of water often held the choice oyster beds sought by the experienced oystermen. 


     Young Jack Fuller had learned to spot those marsh lined waterways from his daddy’s boat, pegging them to his memory when it was time each year to go back to the beds. The water had encroached upon the land a little more each year, but even so, young Jack knew the locations each time he returned with his daddy after the weather got really cold.  


     The lay of the land was on Jack’s mind when he and his newest deputy got ready to put the boat into the water. The outboard motor was old, but powerful with a tankful of gas for the late evening run. Wind on the bay would be chilly, so he brought along a jacket with a hood.  Being cold definitely killed a man’s concentration. He gave his deputy a look then nodded, noticing that Ernest had a fine, water-resistant coat ready for the night’s business. Jack hoped it would be a quick trip, and neither of them would have reason to become chilled before they returned to the boat dock.  


     Jack chose to sit at the motor end of the boat because he was familiar with the bay, the boat, and the right amount of power needed to negotiate the waves off the northern shore. He had no doubts--the search for the missing couple would take them to that shoreline. His gut rebelled at the thought of those treacherous rocks and high tides, for the combination meant sure trouble. The oyster harvesters would know where to go to avoid the turbulent waters, but a stranger in a small boat would not have that information. Aaron might have attempted a landing on the north shore. 


     Darkness was already upon the bay, with the last light day disappearing below the horizon, and Jack chewed on the end of a King Edward cigar to calm his stomach, wondering what they might find in the night ahead. His deputy sat forward, eyes searching as they motored across the water toward the north shore. He believed it best to go to the worst first, rather than waiting until it was colder and darker to go near the rocky shore. 


     If the couple were really lost, and needed to be searched for beyond the means of the sheriff and his deputy, it would probably have to wait until a helicopter could circle around the end of the rough land, and get a panoramic view of the marsh grass and flat land that led away from the rocky shoreline. There was nothing much there. The land was poor and hard to reach because of the marshy inlets that prevented roads being built. What was good for the oyster harvesters was not all good for real estate developers. 


     The south shore of Edwards Bay was populated, not only by the owners of the resort, but by many retirees from Houston and surrounding cities who leased the land from the Corps of Engineers and built vacation houses. The Corps owned the bays and the beach land, for the Gulf of Mexico was not for sale. The houses built on private land were bought and sold, but the leased land ended in the water and belonged to no one person. 


     Jack knew if the couple had gone to shore, and needed help on the south side, someone would have called the boat house for them. Old man Gandy and his son both lived along the south shore, not too far from the boat house. The old man was hard of hearing and feeble, but he could still manage a telephone. Of course, there was the possibility that those things could still happen and present a happy ending for everyone, but each passing hour made that less likely. 


     The wind was sharp, coming out of the east after it had changed back during the evening with a new cold front threatening the coast land. The oystermen knew the east wind brought no good to anyone--it penetrated the small places on a person, finding the weak spots where cold hurt the most. Many an east wind had tortured young Jack as he sat on the front seat of the boat, his daddy revving the  motor, sending them flying across the bay toward their hidey holes. The memory made him shiver inside his hooded jacket. He wondered if the couple they sought had found warmth out of the wind. 


     Ernest sat shotgun in the boat, content to use his perfect eyesight for scouring the water and the shoreline, looking for anything floating in the water. His hands were tucked inside his water-resistant jacket, keeping them dry and warm. It wasn’t cold yet, but his senses told him it was coming. The wind blew up his nose and across the tops of his ears, chilling him and making the snot run before he could catch it on his sleeve. 


     Working for Sheriff Jack had been a new beginning for Ernest, being treated kindly by his boss was mighty nice. The sheriff didn’t fancy things up, or use pretty words when he needed something done, he just told Ernest what he wanted, and knew it would be done right. The older man seemed to trust him, and that made Ernest feel really good. Right now, though, he thought, I might be earning my keep. 


     After a while, Jack looked down the boat at Ernest and tapped the paddle on the middle seat, getting his deputy’s attention. He shook his head and motioned he was turning the boat around. They had been on the water for an hour and hadn’t spotted anything. Jack pulled out his radio and spoke to one of his deputies working the night shift. 


     “Get in touch with the Corps and see about a helicopter with a light. Need to find those folks tonight if we can. We’ll be back at Gandy’s. Tell dispatch to let me know when they get ready to show up.” 


    

      


    


  




  

     Chapter 2  


     The interstate was crowded with cars, cross-over vehicles, or SUV’s, and semis hauling everything from soup to nuts. A huge truck carrying Campbell’s Soup had just passed her, the driver absorbed in emptying a water bottle’s contents into his mouth. Maude Rogers kicked back in the seat of her pick-up truck, content to let the other drivers hog the road. She was taking a few days off for the first time in two years.  


     Lilly Ann Hamilton, her niece, lived on the coast, and had wrangled Maude into agreeing to visit, the girl refusing to take no for an answer. The weather was cool, but not unpleasant even though there was some rain in the forecast for the coastal region around the small town of Ellison where Lilly Ann lived with her mother.  


     Maude’s brother, Leonard, had died of a drug overdose when he was in his early thirties, leaving an ex-wife and their ten year old child. Maude believed that the divorce and the loss of his family had contributed to her brother’s slide into tragic circumstances. He had suffered from depression for many years and begun early experimentation with illegal drugs, looking for happiness or a semblance of it. His need for more and more of the substance finally got out of control.  


     Maude had been working in Chicago during those years, and was unaware of the extent of her brother’s situation. By the time she knew of his drug addiction, he was dead from an overdose. She believed it was intentional, that her brother was tired of living the life he had chosen.  


     A small sports car edged up behind her, too close for her comfort. The driver stayed on her tail, expecting that Maude would get out of the way, but there was nowhere to go safely. The lane on the left was solid traffic, and the right was dominated by semis on their way to delivery points with deadlines. 


     She tried tapping her brakes, but the driver following her was unfazed, responding in kind, only now the headlights of the car began flashing, urging her on. The car ahead of the pick-up was driving at a safe rate of speed and didn’t seem inclined to speed up. 


     “Sorry Buddy,” she said, wagging her finger in her rearview mirror, “You’re not going to get there any faster by riding my tail.” 


     The driver of the sports car was relentless, staying so close that Maude began getting a more upset each minute. She couldn’t believe the driver was really that stupid. She pulled the bubble light from the bag on the seat, rolled down the window, and slammed the magnetic emergency strobe against the roof of the truck. The brilliant reds and blues began flashing, causing the person ahead of her to slow, wondering if he had broken a traffic law. 


     The sports car driver slammed the brakes, trying to get away from Maude and the flashing light, the front wheels of the trailing vehicle skewing, entering the traffic lane on the left. The car that was traveling in the fast lane quickly moved ahead, opening a small space between vehicles for the escaping car to slip inside. Maude saw some of it in her rearview mirror; both the fast-thinking driver who opened the spot in traffic, and the idiotic driver of the small car whose actions could have caused a major pileup on the freeway. 


     Using the police light to her advantage, Maude moved into the left lane until the offending vehicle came into view; all the while observing the traffic ahead was parting to allow her through. The driver began to slow as Maude came close behind, her pick-up hot on the offender’s bumper. The driver finally pulled over to the side of the road, as Maude herded the sports car away from other traffic. She parked the pick-up as far from the line of traffic as she could, forcing the other driver’s wheels onto the edge of the grass.   


     The door of the small car opened hesitantly as Maude approached, her weapon in hand. The Glock semi-automatic encapsulated all of the driver’s fears into one very, bad dream. She appeared to be in her teens, a skinny young girl with stringy, blonde hair and wide, brown eyes. Her pupils dilated upon seeing Maude Roger’s five-feet-nine-inch frame standing by her door.  


     “Get out and stand with your back against the car. Keep your hands out in front of you.” 


     “Yes ma’am.” The girl replied with the squeak of fear in her voice.  


     “Now, tell me, young lady, why you were in such a hurry, hanging on my bumper, flashing your lights trying to get me to run into the man ahead of me?” 


     “I…I was supposed to be somewhere and I’m running late. Please don’t shoot me.” 


     Maude had to take a minute and get her emotions under control. The urge to laugh out loud was suddenly overpowering.  


     “What kind of meeting is so important that you would chance getting killed on the highway?” 


     The girl mumbled about staying too long with friends, and needing to get to her grandparent’s house. 


     Maude knew she was out of her jurisdiction and wanted to scare the kid, but she had no intention of ticketing her. 


     “Well, you run along now, but let me give you a piece of good advice. Watch your driving, and don’t be tailgating. It will definitely get you killed.” 


     “Yes ma’am. I promise to be more careful. And thank you for not shooting me,” the girl replied. 


     “You’re welcome.” Maude said. She watched the car pull back into traffic and murmured, “I get ‘em, don’t I.”   


    

      


    


  




  

     Chapter 3 


     Lilly Ann lived in a gated subdivision in Ellison, Texas, near shopping centers and bus lines, the kind of place her aunt had always avoided. Maude liked the solitude of the country, even though her work was in the very heart of the city of Madison, Texas. The Homicide Division of the police department had three other detectives besides her, a fact that allowed for time off, such as the visit to her niece. Mostly, Maude stayed home on her days off, sitting with a few friends, or lately, bike riding.  


     She had taken up the sport again after many years, the first time out of necessity to chase down a murderer. The bicycle had been her only means of catching him. It was a long story, but thankfully had a decent ending. Nowadays, the bicycle she owned was for exercise, and just plain fun. She enjoyed the motion, and had discovered it was good for her arthritic knees. 


     The women of Maude’s family ran to tall, thin frames, and sharp tongues. Lilly Ann was no exception. She was twenty-seven and unmarried, a student working toward her doctorate in medical science. Maude was unsure of what the girl wanted to do with the education, but she supported her all the way. 


     Lilly Ann’s mother was the exception to the family rule. She was short and soft-spoken, and as far as Maude was concerned, a good mother to the girl. Maude felt out of place sometimes, due to her job with the police department. It was not a place where the weak-willed or soft-spoken survived for very long. The neighborhood saw to that. Maude’s topics of conversation were not always acceptable in the polite society where few women wanted to hear about murder and mayhem. 


     Her sister-in-law’s name was Jean Hamilton. She had kept her married name after the divorce, a fact that pleased Maude. Jean had been reticent to ever speak of her ex-husband’s death, even to his sister, for she was still angry with him for dying, and leaving his daughter. Jean said she couldn’t understand how it had happened, how his drug addictions claimed the best part of him, and there was nothing to be done to stop it.  


     Jean divorced Leonard because she had loved him. The pain of daily exposure to his downhill slide was something she refused for Lilly Ann and herself. Maude admired her for that too. 


     The two women were not alike at all, with Maude’s height and Jean’s sweet disposition, yet they had remained on good terms for all the years since their first meeting, when Jean was a teenager and lived next door to the Hamilton family. It was Jean’s family’s home that Maude bought as a rent house upon graduating from the University of Oklahoma. She had needed to establish roots. Grace, Maude’s mother, had encouraged her to buy the vacated property, and had been the caretaker while Maude was living out of state. 


     Lilly Ann’s advisor at the Ellison University Medical School had chosen her because of her ability, and intelligence, traits that were highly valued in her chosen occupation. Medical research was boring to some, but very interesting to Lilly Ann. In her mind, the opportunity to discover new cures for old diseases was extremely fulfilling, and she hoped to contribute to the cure for cancer. Both her aunt and her mother admired Lilly Ann, but they also agreed that it was not a career they would have chosen.  


     On Monday, the third day of Maude’s visit, Lilly Ann asked a favor. She said that a friend of hers, a doctor who headed a research team in the center for disease control at the university, had disappeared, and had not responded to any of the phone calls or emails that were sent to him. She said she was very worried, asked Maude if it was not too much trouble, would she find out if the doctor was okay. 


     Three days without work to occupy her mind was about Maude’s limit, thus she jumped at the chance to be busy. Hopes for a happy ending in such disappearances were always good. More than likely, there was a girl involved and the missing friend was out of touch for personal reasons. Lilly Ann said the doctor had left the research facility on Thursday, about noon, and had been out of contact since then. It was doubtful he would be gone for such a long time from the program he sponsored at the university. Maude felt a shiver of apprehension, and asked a few more questions to clarify the details. 


     “So, let me get this part clear, Lilly Ann. This man who disappeared is a coworker of yours?” 


     “Not exactly,” her niece said, “He’s the leader of the project, a co-advisor to the professor that sponsors me at the university.” 


     “He works directly for the university?”  


     “Yes,” Lilly Ann replied, “his specialty is nuclear medicine, and the project is kind of hush-hush.” She hesitated a moment, and then went on. “I asked once what he was working on, and Aaron, his name is Aaron Dennis, just gave me a blank stare, and said he would get back to me on that. I never asked him again, and he never got back to me, so I don’t know for sure what he does.” She was out of breath with the long sentence, but her attitude was brightening by the minute as she entrusted her worries to her aunt. 


     “Is the dean worried because your friend hasn’t been in contact?” 


     “No, he says Aaron, as a department head, has plenty of time-off coming, and if he doesn’t want to be located, he has a right to his privacy.” 


     “That’s what I was thinking,” Maude told her gently. “He’s probably just blocking out work for a few days, staying away from it.” 


     “Maybe so, but it isn’t like him at all.” 


     “How well do you know this man, Lilly Ann?”  


     “Well, we dated for a while last summer.” 


     “So you’re concerned more than for just a friend?” 


     “No, I don’t think so Aunt Maude. This just isn’t like him to be out of touch. I am concerned, but really, he is only a friend. I heard he was seeing someone else anyway.” 


     “Do you know how to get in touch with her?” Maude was taking notes as she talked.  


     “No, but I heard she lives in the fourth year dorm. Her name is Jenny Marx. She is kind of young for Aaron, but that’s their problem.” Lilly Ann seemed disturbed again as if the thought of her friend dating an undergrad student at the university was unpleasant. “Okay, so maybe I am a little jealous, but it isn’t serious. Aaron and I decided to call it quits a long time ago. We had too many disagreements.” 


     “Sure, okay,” Maude replied. “I wanted to make sure that I’m not chasing my tail looking for someone who isn’t really missing, someone who’s just out of pocket for a while. You wouldn’t be the first woman to worry about a man because he didn’t call.” 


     “No, Aunt Maude, I’m really worried about him.” Lilly Ann spoke softly, concern in her voice.  


     “Then I’ll do what I can without stepping on anyone’s toes. Has he been reported missing to the authorities?” 


     “No, like I said, the dean thinks there is no reason for concern. But I do. I just know Aaron wouldn’t leave town, and not get in touch with someone, if he couldn’t be here on a regular work day.” 


     The coffee was finished, her first unfiltered lit and smoked, with three more to go before midnight. That was the limit Maude allowed herself now, her compromise. Yeah, she knew the cigarettes were bad, that she was a high risk for lung cancer, and it scared the crap out of her. But at least she was trying to cut back. It was the first time in her smoking days she had seriously considered the fallout from the smoke she pulled into her lungs.  


     Maude took a moment to call the university, and ask to speak to someone in the dean’s office, but she found that to be impossible because the front desk people wanted to help her instead. They were the first line of attack when the boss didn’t want to be bothered. Finally, she decided to put the phone away, and make a trip to the dean’s office. It wasn’t far, in fact, it was close enough to walk. She put on her walking shoes and a light jacket because the wind was cold when the sun went behind the clouds.  


     The path to the university was an easy walk, located within three blocks of the house, a fact that had pleased Lilly Ann when they moved there. Maude enjoyed walking when her knees weren’t hurting, and so far, the trip had been good for her. Nothing much was bothering her that a couple of ibuprofen couldn’t fix. Moderate joint pain was something she and many others her age learned to live with. 


     The dean’s office and the fourth-year dorms were easy to find. Maude intended visiting both of them. First on her to-do list was the visit to the man who did the firing and part of the hiring of professors for the university. She wanted to hear it from his lips that there was no reason for concern about Aaron Dennis before she went off half-cocked asking questions. 


     The dean’s name was on the door. Dean Albert Micah Stone had a load of letters following behind the name. Maude was already opening the door when one of the ladies behind a desk hailed her from across the room. 


     “Hello,” she said, “May I help you? I’m Mrs. Clark, Dean Stone’s secretary. If you’re hoping to get information about your grandchild, please have a seat and someone from admissions will be with you in a while.” 


     “No, that’s not why I am here. I’m a homicide detective, and I would like to see the dean in an unofficial capacity.” Maude pulled her shield and showed it to the woman at the desk, all the while observing the knowing smile on her face. 


     “Oh, Dean Stone doesn’t contribute to police agencies! You will have to go to the business office, and speak to our comptroller about donations.” 


     The clerk had touched a nerve in Maude. Begging for money or for anything else was out of the question for her, and for the employee to wrongly assume Maude’s reason for being there was to seek a donation was very aggravating. 


     “No, you misunderstood what I said. I need to see Dean Stone to ask him some questions about someone who might be missing,” Maude said, gritting her teeth. 


     “Well for goodness sakes, why didn’t you say so?” the woman asked. She was really beginning to get on Maude’s nerves. 


     “Do you think I could speak to him for just a minute? Or do I need an appointment?” Maude was trying her best to be civilized. Her partner Joe Allen was a great one for trying to make her a more social creature. She hoped he would have approved. 


     “Oh no, Dean Stone doesn’t keep up with all the students in the university. How would he know if someone was missing?” Maude bit her tongue and tried again. 


     “Lady, this is not about a student, it’s about one of your professors. Will you please ask him to see me for a minute? Then I’ll go away, and won’t bother you again.” 


     “Oh, no bother, but you should have stated your business from the beginning, Miss Rogers. We have a great deal to do in this office. You would be better served to speak your piece from the very beginning and not waste my time. Now, hold on a minute while I call Dean Stone.”  


     Maude could hear the other receptionists and staff tittering at their desks. This must be a regular routine she does, Maude thought. 


     * * * 


       Dean Stone was overweight, probably in his fifties, with iron gray hair and square glasses, a narrow nose and wide mouth. His striped suit was impeccable, however, without blemish or wrinkle. Maude knew it was important that she be on good terms with the man, therefore she approached him with her badge in hand, ready to ask her questions and be on her way, back to the house and the rocking chair on the porch. 


     “I’m Detective Maude Rogers from Madison, Texas, just up the way and west of here. I wonder if I might ask you about one of your professors, Doctor Aaron Dennis?” 


     “Oh my,” the man said with a frown, “Has something happened? Has he done something wrong?” 


     “No Dean Stone, I’m doing a favor for my niece. She believes that your employee is missing without cause and wants me to find out about him. I’m hoping you can set her mind at ease.” 


     “Detective Rogers, I don’t know where Doctor Dennis went, nor what he had in mind when he left, but I know that he certainly has the time coming for vacation days. Doctor Dennis is one of our brightest stars, coming to us from UCLA, working on a project for the US Government. I suppose I can tell you that much, even though I have no idea what it is about.” 


     “Dean Stone, when was the last time you saw Doctor Dennis, and please try to remember his last words to you.” 


     “Well, I saw him briefly on Thursday afternoon after he finished a lecture. He was speaking to one of the fourth year classes about the future of chemical warfare and the responsibility of the medical community to find antidotes for every new rogue disease.” 


     “Wow, that’s a mouthful.” Maude said, thinking of the despair such wartime weapons caused in the world. 


     “Yes, it was. I was fascinated by Doctor Dennis’s information. He’s very up on all that. Now, how can I help you?” 


     “Did he say anything at all about leaving for the weekend?” Maude asked. 


     “No, as a matter of fact, he seemed rather quiet about his plans. I remember telling him to enjoy the afternoon, and he simply nodded at me, and kept on walking away, as though to avoid any questions from me.” 


     “Is that not his normal behavior?” She asked him.  


     “No, not normal at all. He’s usually very friendly, wants to talk after one of his presentations.  I noticed the difference in his attitude right off, but of course I didn’t pry.”  


     “What do you think Dean Stone? Is he just out of the office, or do you think something might have happened to him?” 


     “I really don’t know. It was strange, the way he behaved, in such a hurry to get away. Not at all like him. But don’t get me wrong, he is perfectly at liberty to come and go as he pleases. The contract that Doctor Dennis has with the university gives him a great deal of freedom.” 


     “So, what exactly does the doctor work on, here at the university, that the US Government would have an interest in, or care about?” Maude’s stomach was already acting up, always a sure reaction to unpleasant facts.  


     “Detective, I have no idea. I was never told, and each time I asked him about it, Doctor Dennis sidestepped the question by telling me it was nothing serious. Meanwhile he has been an asset to the university.” 


     “Are there any rules against professors dating students on campus?” Maude asked him offhandedly, unwilling to break the confidence that Lilly Ann had shared. 


     “Well, we try to discourage it, although I daresay it goes on without our knowledge. Do you think Doctor Dennis is seeing someone on campus?” Dean Stone seemed agitated at the thought. 


     “Oh, I don’t know anything, really, just asking about the university’s fraternization policy.” She had figured him right, and it wasn’t her place to break the news to him that Dennis might be dating a student. 


     “Would you mind if I ask around campus, to get a little more information about the doctor? I promise I’ll be discreet.” Maude hoped it would be that simple. The good doctor dating a student and keeping it a secret-he might even be on campus in some love nest. 


     “I…suppose it would be alright, but you must promise to keep me informed of your findings?”  


     “Sure,” Maude told him, “No problem. I hope it’s all for nothing.” 


     The fourth year women’s dorm was set away from the others--the thought clear--‘we’re adults and almost done here.’ The four story building was old, with wide, glass-paned windows that probably leaked cold air into the girls’ bedrooms during the winter weather. Some of the bricks had crumbled along the corners of the structure, their rough broken edges adding to the overall picture of sentimental negligence. But that didn’t seem to matter much. It was the prestige of finally getting there that made the dorm desirable. 


     Each floor had a patio in the back of the building where students would sometimes enjoy the sunlight or the late evening air in rickety chairs they had scrounged from someone’s pool or the thrift stores in the city. Four of the young women who lived in the dorm were outside throwing a basketball into a net, mostly missing the hoop, but sometimes scoring a point. Maude approached them, trying not to startle anyone who lived there. 


     “Hi,” she said. “My name is Maude Rogers, and I’m looking for Jenny Marx. Can someone call her down for me? I need to ask her some questions.” She pulled her shield, flashed the star for a moment then returned it to her pocket. She smiled at the girls, showing them that she was harmless. 


     Two of the players looked quickly at each another then ignored Maude, flipping the basketball back and forth, practicing defensive moves. 


     “I don’t know her,” one of the other girls said, trying to be helpful. “Just know she lives here. Don’t know her room number. You can go in the front door, speak to the Room Attendant. The RA can tell you where she lives, and call her on the phone.” 


     “Much obliged,” Maude said, starting to turn away. “On second thought, I know Jenny is dating a professor here. I am trying to find out where he might have gone for the weekend. If you know anything, I would appreciate hearing about it.” 


     Both girls who had ignored her looked again at one another, and one shook her head slightly. “Sorry.” 


     “Okay. I know she’s your friend, but if you know anything that’s important to the police, you’re obligated to tell it.” Maude knew she was pushing her luck, but she laid it out for the young women to consider. 


     The girl who had shaken her head stopped fooling with the ball. “Yeah, Jenny is my friend. I don’t want to get her into any trouble.” 


     “I can understand that.” Maude said. “I don’t want to cause her any trouble either.” 


     “She went away for the weekend, with her boyfriend. They went to a resort on Edwards Bay. Do you know where that is?”  


     “No, but I can find it. Do you know when she is coming back?” Maude asked. 


     “Well, that’s the thing. She was supposed to be back yesterday. She called Saturday and said it would be late when she returned last night, but she would be back. I’m getting worried, she’s not back, and doesn’t answer my calls.” 


     “So when did she leave?” Maude asked. 


     “Thursday night. They were just going for a long weekend.” 


     “They? Who did she go with?” Already knowing the answer, the bad feeling in her gut, getting worse, Maude had to hear it from the girl’s lips. 


     “Professor Dennis,” the girl whispered. “Aaron Dennis.” 


     “Does your friend have a cell phone?” 


     “Yeah. I can write the number down for you.” The girl was concerned, even scared for her friend, willing to do what was necessary to find her. Maude admired loyalty, but abhorred ignorance. When a person’s welfare was in jeopardy, it was time to come clean. She thanked the girl then went inside the building. 


       Once inside the dorm, Maude was told by at least two girls to sit and wait, that someone would be there to talk to her. Remembering her own years at the university in Oklahoma, she understood the reasons for the young women’s behavior. The rules were made for their protection and privacy, their home away from home, paid for by parents or scholarship. Maude was content to wait. 


     The RA came into the waiting area and said hello. A tall girl with green eyes and spiky brown hair, she appeared to be a little older than the others.  It was her job to keep order in the dorm, a job that she appeared to take seriously. 


     “What can I do for you?” she asked Maude.  


     “Any information you can give me about Jenny Marx.” She showed the young woman her shield then put it out of sight. 


     “What has Jenny done?” The room attendant seemed ready to take it personally if Jenny had screwed up and brought shame upon the dorm. 


     “Nothing, young lady, Jenny is a subject of concern. She hasn’t returned from a holiday. Wonder if you can tell me anything that might help?” 


     “No, I don’t know where she is. She didn’t share that information with me, but I have the phone number for her parents. Maybe she went there for the weekend and got lazy. She isn’t the first person to miss class. Wait just a minute, I’ll get the number.” The girl ran upstairs and Maude waited for her to return, but thirty minutes later, she knew she had been duped.  


     “Can someone tell me if there is a back way out of this building?” Maude asked the group that lingered on the sofas, watching the large television set. 


     When no one answered, she went directly to the set and turned the volume down all the way. 


     “Just so I don’t have to scream. Is there a back way out of here, and who can tell me that girl’s name, the RA? Also, does anyone know Jenny’s parents phone number?” 


     “Janet, Janet Fillmore. She’s new here. Just a few days ago she moved in. Just like that. Never any reason-she came in during the middle of the semester, and yes, there is another door.” One of the girls who had been playing basketball had come inside. She filled Maude in on the details about Jenny, giving her the phone number that was needed, but there was little else she could tell.  


     The basketball player later commented that “Probably Fillmore was given the job of room attendant because she was older than the other girls. She never mixed with the others but most of the room attendants were that way.” 


     Maude took the information and summed up her thoughts. Now there were two missing young women, but one is running from something. Too many coincidences. Maude seldom believed in coincidences where the possibility of a crime was concerned.




  




  

     Chapter 4 


     The trip to the coast from the university took about an hour, mostly two-lane narrow highway all the way. Coastal towns were like that, the roads were never really good. Maude was driving slowly, knowing that whatever was going on with the doctor and his girlfriend had probably already happened. Not much she could do about it now. Keeping her promise to Lilly Ann, she followed the lead to the place the young women had told her about.  


     A Corps of Engineers bay that was a recreational draw, Edwards Bay was a natural phenomenon, a large, deep-water cove on the Gulf Coast. The best part of the bay was its calm post-tidal waters, with diverse types of salt and fresh water fish, shrimp, oysters, and other sea creatures. The salt water of the Gulf was diluted by an influx of warm, fresh, canal water, and offered up a fresh water bounty of fishes. It was a fisherman’s paradise. 


     There were few places for rent on the bay, but Lilly Ann had a friend whose grandparents were more than eager to have a house guest, accepting the out-of-towner at face value. Maude unloaded her meager suitcase from the pick-up, and met the residents, both of them smiling their welcome to her. Andrea and Barry Tyler were one of those couples she had read about--the beautiful woman and the ugly man who made a life for themselves. 


     The Tylers were about sixty years old, within Maude’s age range, and seemed a little surprised to find that she was still employed. They had been retired for at least five years, moving to the coast after selling their home in Houston for a good price. Big Bear, a nickname for Barry, was a retired oil man who made his fortune and got out before the wells all dried up in the nineties. He was jovial and large, qualities that came with the name.  


     Maude had some difficulty with calling a human ‘Big Bear’, but he settled her worries and told her to call him Bear, a more acceptable moniker, in her opinion, for the man who offered up his home to a stranger. He said the Big part of the name came in the sixties when he lifted weights and did some wrestling, for he was quite large and muscular at the time. Bear said that his fans put the name on him and it stuck. Back then, it seemed that all his friends were called some name other than the one their parents had given them. 


     The Tyler home was located near Edwards Bay; in fact it was about a half-mile from the resort where Aaron Dennis had a reservation. The room the couple offered Maude was medium-sized, with a very good bed, and she slept like a rock that first night. 


     It was eight o’clock in the morning, on Tuesday. The doctor and his girlfriend had been gone for five nights and four days. Maude put her tennis shoes on for walking and possibly getting wet and made her excuses to Andrea. Bear was watching a news program and didn’t hear the conversation, but appeared to be okay with whatever anyone did in his home. Maude began to understand the pretty woman-ugly man relationship. Bear was a truly nice man and great host.  


     Andrea smiled a lot through her perfect lips that still had the cupids bow outline. With deep-set blue eyes and blond hair, even at sixty or so, she was still a knockout, making Maude feel somewhat dowdy. But that was life. What you got from your Maker was what you lived with, or changed with surgery. Maude, for the most part had always been content with her appearance, even though there were times she wished she appeared more ‘womanly’.  


     The first stop she made, as always, was at the local law enforcement agency, this time it was to the county sheriff’s office. She introduced herself to Jack Fuller and liked the man right off, something that didn’t happen much to Maude Rogers. The official was all business, but didn’t try to make himself out to be more than he was. She had found that some men in his position ‘put on airs’, pretending that they were all powerful, and they expected the rest of the world to cow-tow to them. 


     Jack was not that way at all, rather, he was a self-deprecating man, always on top of his business, yet willing to credit others with the jobs they had done. To Maude, that made him a much more powerful man.  


     When Jack first saw Maude coming into his office he looked her over, liking what he saw. She was a tall woman, thin but not shapeless, with a grayish blond mop of curls, an interesting color as far as he knew about women’s hair. Bright blue, intelligent eyes and the beginning of a small grin told him she was taking his measure, a good looking woman, no doubt, and a cautious one. It wouldn’t do to underestimate her. 


     “What can I do for you?” Jack asked, standing and offering his hand. “Name is Jack Fuller, sheriff around these parts.” 


     “Maude Rogers, homicide detective visiting your county. I’m trying to do a favor for my niece over at the medical school. Much obliged for seeing me. 


     “What might that favor be and how can I help you? I’m getting ready to leave my office as soon as some men call me with the arrangements. I can give you a few minutes. Have a seat, Ms. Rogers. Mind if I see that shield of yours?” 


     “Just Maude, will do. A least that’s what my friends call me. And of course,” she said, handing over the leather case containing her work identification. 


     “Then by all means, Maude, tell me what I can do for you,” the sheriff repeated, returning her Madison identification. 


     She began to tell him the story, about how her niece had approached her with the request to find her friend Aaron Dennis when the Sheriff interrupted her. 


     “Maude, excuse me for interrupting you, but you say this man you’re looking for is Aaron Dennis?” 


     “Yes, and I believe there is a young woman vacationing with him.” 


     “Her name would be Jenny Marx?” The sheriff quietly asked. 


     “Yes, do you have information about these two? My niece is worried, and so are a few others at the university. Seems these two decided to spend some time around your county over at the Edwards Resort.” 


     “Maude, how would you feel about a helicopter ride this morning?” Jack wasn’t accustomed to making those kinds of offers, and he wondered why the invitation had slipped out of his mouth. His wife Helen told him that it was the Lord working in him when he made a gesture of goodness to another human being. Jack didn’t know if that was true, but once said, he would not draw back from his words. As far as it being a gesture of goodness, Jack had a feeling there was going to be nothing good about the trip they would be taking.  


     “My deputy is driving a boat across Edwards Bay and I intend to fly over it, searching for the man you’re looking for. Aaron Dennis rented a boat yesterday, and hasn’t been heard from since, got that woman with him. We looked last night along the beach, both sides of the cove, no foot traffic, but headlamps. Took out the copter around nine, but the tide was in and flooded the whole area. It was too dark to see much. We’re going back today to take a long look at the land around there, to see what the daylight shows us.” 


     “I’d be pleased to ride along, haven’t been up in a whirly bird this year. I hope we find those two shivering and cold, but well. Still, all this hasn’t set right with me since I found out about it. I fear the worst, but I’m not speculating what that might be.”  


     “Me too,” Jack volunteered. “Don’t like how it’s set up.” 


     The helicopter arrived within ten minutes and the two law enforcement officers boarded the craft, buckling in and picking a window they could look out. The pilot worked for the Corps of Engineers and had been loaned to the sheriff for the day, a courtesy offered because of their connection to Edwards Bay and the surrounding land. 


     “Mighty nice, having a helicopter to help out.” Maude said, glancing admiringly at the fast-turning prop. 


     “Yeah, not the first time I’ve been in this bird.” Jack said. “That bay can be treacherous in places. People drown out there, not expecting it to be so deep. The north shoreline is no place for amateur boaters, but they try it anyway. Many a person has lost his boat from slamming against the rocks. 


     “I do hope there is a simple explanation from the missing couple,” Maude said. “Thank you for including me in the search, Sheriff. I am obliged to you.” 


     The helicopter made a smooth, short trip to the cove, and circled over the resort and the houses on the south peninsula. The water below was sparkling in the sunlight, the shoreline covered with the prized, backyards of the residents fortunate enough to afford a home there.  


     “Those houses are way above my pay-grade,” she remarked to the sheriff. “I’m staying with some folks that live a little ways from the water. The Tylers, Barry and Andrea. Their granddaughter is friends with my niece. They’re putting me up for a day or two.” 


     “Good folks. I know them.” Sheriff Jack offered. “See them around.” 


     The pleasantries over for the moment, Maude began looking out the window again as the helicopter moved away from the south shore and began a sweep along the north side. She stared at the wild beauty of the Gulf beating against the rocky end of the bay, the low cliffs above it dark and somehow forbidding. She caught a glimpse of a small building tucked away near the edge of the cliff line. 


     “What is that place?” she asked over the noise of the helicopters engine. “Looks deserted.” 


     “No, not deserted. Old man lives there. Most people think he’s a nut case.” Jack replied, his breath close to Maude’s ear. “Stays by himself except when his grandson comes to visit. Boy’s daddy drops him off and picks him back up the same day. Flies in from Alvin, doesn’t stay and visit. The old man used to be rich. Some say he left it all to his son. He moved here about five years ago, a real eccentric.” 


     The noise of the helicopter was hard to talk over, so the two settled back quietly, watching below for signs of people on the ground. 


     “Fly over that inlet,” Jack told the pilot pointing below. “My oyster hidey-hole.” 


     The ground grew closer as the bird circled lower and lower, running along the banks of the inlet. 


     “Something’s down there.” the pilot offered. “Let me go back over.” 


     “Definitely something there, see if you can find a landing spot.” Jack said, after they circled again. From the air he could see some spots of color and bulk.  


     “No luck. Have to go further back, maybe walk a ways.” The pilot said. “Too many rocks and puddles of tide water close in.” 


     “Okay, get as close as you can. The lady and I will hike over there.”  


     “You ready Maude?” Jack asked. 


     “Yes sir, I have my walking shoes on.” She was almost flippant, trying to cover her gut response to what she believed she had seen on the ground. “Snakes out here?” 


     “Rattlers, centipedes, some water snakes--some as long as you are. You’ll want to watch your step,” Jack replied. 


     “Wish I had a big stick. Maybe I’ll look for some driftwood,” she said worriedly. “I don’t like snakes.” 


     “How far do you think we’ll have to walk?” They both asked the pilot. 


     “I believe I can put it down right here,” the pilot answered, indicating a flat open spot about a hundred yards from their destination. 


     The arthritis in Maude’s knees had started acting up with the tight seats in the helicopter squeezing her against the back of the pilot’s chair. She reached in her pocket and removed the small vial that held several ibuprofen. Popping two she offered the container to Sheriff Jack. “Care to partake?” 


     Jack shook his head, “No, I loaded up before we left the office. But you go ahead. There’s a water bottle in the side pocket, might want to take it with you.” 


     “Much obliged. I’ll be okay. Part of my life, arthritis. Family thing.” 


     The door opened as the blade on the machine stopped turning. Both law enforcement officers stepped out and looked around at the tall marsh grass outside the circle where the craft had landed. 


     “I’ll wait here for you.” The pilot said softly, the engine finally quiet on the helicopter. “I think I’ll take a nap while you’re gone. Wake me when you get back.” 


     “Sorry,” the sheriff said. “But I need you to head back to the office and pick up the crime-scene crew. There’ll be some coming by boat, but I need the first ones out here as soon as possible. I had hoped we wouldn’t find anything, but my hope is not to be realized. Wonder if you’ll call my deputy, direct him over here, down the inlet. Here’s his number.”  


     “Sure, what’s his name?” The pilot asked, pulling out his cell phone, getting ready to depart. 


     “Ernest,” Jack replied, getting his land legs back after a minute. 


     “I met a man named Ernest not too long ago,” Maude said, taking a first step into the high grass. “Over at Buena Vista. A deputy and a good man.” 


     “Sounds like the same fellow. He came from Buena Vista after the sheriff elections-didn’t like his new boss putting him to work in the jail.” 


     “Well he’s a fine man, Jack. I’d work with Ernest anytime.” 


     “Meanwhile, we got a little bit of a walk.” Jack said, hating the idea of getting his boots muddy along the banks of the channel. “The tide has come and gone, there’s standing water up here along the edge. We have a while before it comes again. Let’s get it done.”  


     The sound of a boat’s engine came to Maude from across the bay and she figured it was Ernest on his way. She hoped to witness the look of surprise on his face when he saw her. She chuckled, remembering the trip they had made together with her partner, Joe Allen. 


     The distance from the helicopter to the sight was a short hike; the cold air unpleasant, but not unbearable. Overnight a northern, weather front had moved in along the coast, bringing brisk winds, but clear skies for most of the day. The morning was almost gone, and the sun was bright, drying the ground a little, preparing once again for the tides that would come later. 


     As the location came into view, Maude’s eyes fastened upon a flag of indistinct origin attached to the thorns of a lone huisache tree. The force of the freshened wind moved the flag back and forth, drab-hued against the tree’s last yellow blooms. A few yards later brought her close enough to see that flag was a wad of blonde, blood-stained hair, and interspersed among the individual strands, dozens of small coastal ants were busy loading and carrying away tiny pieces of flesh. 


     A closer inspection identified a jagged circle of human scalp still attached to the hair strands. The wad of hair had been cut around and then ripped away from the back of a young woman’s head.   


     Beneath the scrawny tree in odd positions were two bodies, a male and female. The female was naked, her injuries at first unnoticed because of the silt residue from the tide. Lengths of grass and other weeds were on her body, and a thin layer of mud had coated two wounds on her chest. A large gouge was in her solar plexus, and another similar one was near the ribcage. The skin on her back and shoulders appeared bruised and was torn in several small areas.   


     An array of ants had found the blood inside the wounds and were feasting and carrying it away. A tiny fish washed ashore in the tide had been trapped in the marsh grass and lay dead beside the woman, its body also covered in insects.   


     “Somehow, all that makes it seem worse, doesn’t it?” Maude reflected, easing herself to the ground beside the victim. “The insects on her body. Seems more terrible, even though the poor thing can’t feel it.” 


     “Take a look, Maude, the way her hands are clenched. Maybe she kept something from the killer.” Sheriff Jack remarked, making his way to the other body that was lying in the grass. The male victim’s outer shirt was pulled up over his head, either washed there or placed by the killer.  


     “Let me get my gloves. I’ll see. Nothing here that hasn’t been contaminated by the tide, except maybe she scratched the killer, and there’s some skin under the nails. Want me to take the samples or wait for the lab techs.” 


     “She can wait. Not going anywhere. See anything under that blanket? Find what might have killed her?” Jack asked over his shoulder, looking Aaron Dennis’s body over. “This fellow has a hole in his head, fact is, looks like a couple of them. Beaten pretty badly, too.”  


     “Looks like whoever killed this girl took it personally. Cutting her hair off like that. Darndest thing. Why would anyone do that?” 


     “Must have been surprised, maybe lying back in the sun, enjoying the vacation. Blew his brains out. Sorry state, the tide and all, fooling with the evidence.” Jack paused a minute, catching his breath. “Been dead a few hours, at least long enough for rigor to set up, he’s stiff as board.” 


     Maude looked sharply at Jack, to see if he was having a small joke to break the tension, but the sheriff looked very serious. “Her too,” she said. “Whoever killed this girl really enjoyed it. I found her polo shirt wadded and muddy. Either she had already pulled it off, or he did it when he jumped her. He stabbed her with something big, maybe a knife, cut her at least twice. Evidence shows she was still alive when he cut her scalp off. Lot of blood ran down that little tree. I hope she fought him hard, got some of his skin. Savages, that’s what kind of murderers we have now.” 


      “I’m going to look around for peripheral evidence,” Maude continued, pushing off the marsh grass, careful to preserve the crime scene, or what there was of it. She stood and walked away, shaking her head at the violence, amazed anew every time she saw what terrible things people did to one another. 


     Pulling her little book out of the pocket of her jacket was a thing she did so automatically that the pages were already open to the clean lines. She stopped for a minute, and looked at the ground where she had walked, searching for impressions, scraps of hair, anything to give away the location, to tell the story as it happened. The grass near the waterway was still wet from the tide, and any footprints that had been there were now washed away. 


     About fifty feet from the scraggly tree, out a ways from the crime scene was a place in the grass that was flattened, away from the tides heavy overflow. Maude found a large boot print, barely visible, sunk into the damp ground. A pair of women’s jeans laid there, the legs spread about a foot apart, their bulk pressed into the mud and marsh grass as though the cloth was stepped on or leaned into. Maude lowered herself to the ground again, the arthritis in her right knee bringing a groan. Going to get these knees fixed when I find the time, she said to herself.   


     She began writing in her notebook, drawing out the crime scene as she had found it, the new spot in the grass deserving another page. There had been some wrestling of a sort, some of the grass and weeds had been pulled from the ground. He had fought her--probably chased her and then assaulted her, protecting his tender knees from the grass with her blue jeans. The swine. Some things she couldn’t put in the book. Emotions, wishes; they weren’t evidence. 


     She left it all as she found it, waiting for the techs who would picture the clothing, the grass, the ground under the clothing. Maybe there was something there, something that would help the lawmen draw it out in their minds to help put the puzzle together in search of justice for the two victims. 


     The trail back to the picnic site was easy to find after locating the flattened grass. Maude kept her eyes out for more evidence, but she found nothing that had been dropped or left behind other than some blood spots on the clumps of grass above the tideline. There was always the hope that the killer had lost blood from his own injuries. 


      It seemed to her that the girl had escaped for a short time, probably after the killer had stripped her shirt away. Maybe she struggled and slipped through his hands. Good for her. But he caught her anyway, dragged her back when he was through with her. Killed her at the picnic spot? Making a statement? What kind of man would treat a woman so badly? One that was paid to do his worst? 


     When she looked up, Ernest Garrison was staring at her in amazement, his large face overwhelmed by a huge grin. 


     “Why Miss Maude, it’s you, out here in the grass, looking at another dead woman. I swear it’s good to see you. Maybe not such a good place, but good anyway.” The big deputy’s delight in seeing her was pleasant to hear and took her eyes from the terrible sight of the victims.  


     “Great to see you, Ernest, poor circumstances though. We’ll have to talk later.” 


     Sheriff Jack was leaning against the scrawny tree, taking some notes, his jaw set in a hard line when Maude caught his eye. “What do you think Jack?  This work like any you’ve seen before?” 


     “Maybe. Some time ago we had a burglary in town, at least we thought it was a burglary. Fellow worked in a jewelry store was killed, stabbed three times in the chest. Coroner thought it was a little unusual. Burglar took a couple of rings, but it seemed to be part of a set up. The robbery didn’t appear to mean much, it was the killing that did. Never did find out who did it, the killer left no trace, no little screw up that gave him away. Clean as a whistle. I always wondered if whoever killed him was paid to do it and get out.” 


     “You want my help with this? I can write my report and leave it with you, get on up the way if you’d rather work alone, but sometimes an extra set of eyes can see the things the first one misses, so I’m available.” 


     “Maude, I’d be much obliged to you if you’d stay a day or two till we get this wrapped up. Just me, Ernest, and two other deputies most of the time. I have a couple of guards who work the night shift, taking care of the holding, but we’re always short of manpower. No offense,” he said blushing. “I know you’re not a man.” 


     “None taken, but I’ll need to get in touch with my niece and let her know I’m staying for an extra day or two. You’ll be notifying the family?” 


     “Yeah. I’ll call up the next of kin when we get back. Let you know when, so you can tell your niece the sad news.” 


     “That’ll be fine. I’ll stall her in the meantime. This is going to be a shock to her and the rest of them at the university. Think I’ll go back myself and do a little interviewing, find out more about the project Aaron Dennis was working on.” 


     “Sounds like a good plan. Meanwhile, if you don’t mind, we’ll hang around here until the crime scene fellows get their work over and done with, then we can go back in the boat and look around. They had to come in by water; this ground out here is marshy all the way back. No roads because of the tides. The lay of the land is real strange, high on one end and low on the other, shallow pools of water here and there.” 


     “Well, Jack. I’d like to be as much help as possible. You want my take on this?” 


     “Please. I’d be glad to hear it.” 


     “It appears to me that someone followed these two here for one purpose, to kill one, or both of them. This Dennis fellow might have been the target since he’s been working for the government on a secret project. He does seem the most likely. Anyway, the killers took the rented boat, so the question would be, why would they want another boat to slow them down when what they need is a fast getaway?” 


     “Maude, you’re right. I’ve been puzzling over that same question. Where’s the boat these two had? We need to look along the shoreline. Maybe it’s still there.” 


     “How’s your medical examiner? Any good?” 


     “Yeah. Good man. He’ll get this done pretty fast. I’ll see to it.” 


     “I bet you will,” Maude said, thinking she wouldn’t want to be the one to argue with Jack Fuller. 


     “Sheriff, how about I see if I can help them boys out when they get here?” Ernest was picking mud off his boots, sliding it off on one of the clumps of marsh grass. 


     “That’ll do Ernest.” Jack Fuller was eyeing the sky, searching for the helicopter he had sent to bring the crime scene crew out. Some of them would follow in a boat, but the photographers and evidence gathers would show up with the coroner. The print men would come out on a boat. Jack intended to leave Ernest in charge after the coroner gave his first report. 


     “I think I’ll look around a little more on the other side and down the bank before the crew gets here,” Maude said. “You want to remember to tell the techs to watch for that boot print I marked beside the girl’s clothes. Ernest, you have a camera in that boat?”  


     “Yes ma’am. Sure do.” 


     “Walk along with me and shoot what I say.” 


     “Yes ma’am,” he said. 


     “That’ll be enough ma’ams, Ernest. Just a yes will do.” 


     “Yes. I mean okay, Miss Maude.” 


     “See this little step up. See if you can get close to it. Looks like a shoe tread.” 


     “Whatever happened to that really bad hombre’ that you and Joe were chasing? Is he still locked up?” Ernest asked while adjusting his camera. 


     “Yeah, he’s locked away,” she said. “Doesn’t know anything these days--too much damage in his head from the car that hit him. I never did thank you for all you did, Ernest. You were a mighty big help.” Maude was staring at something on the ground and stooped to see it more closely.  


     “Down here Ernest. See this print. Looks like a small boot with pointed toes. Shoot that, but don’t step on anything while you do. I think that’s enough over here. Make sure that the crew knows this is out here. This boot wearer stayed away from the scene, nearer the water.” Maude was moving farther outward, away from the channel. “Let’s walk out here a ways and see what we find besides more mud and water.” 


     The tide water had covered most everything near the bank or so it seemed. Aaron and Jenny had chosen one of the few places high enough to be dry for part of the day. The rest of the area was mostly wet during the winter weather. Maude searched for another high spot with good visibility, but there was nothing but marsh. She could see why the land wasn’t used for real estate development. That thought reminded her of the small building that she had seen from the air.  


     “Sheriff Jack, hey, Jack,” she yelled. “How about we go see that man you say lives in the shack on the cliff? Maybe he saw something yesterday.” 


     “Theodore Billings. Now that’s a good idea. Here comes the crew,” he called back. 


     The helicopter landed closer to the crime scene after Maude motioned to the pilot that there was another clear spot safe for landing. The key to the work involved and the motorized craft was the arrival of the next tide. A great deal of the area where they were working would be under water later. 


     The coroner came over, introduced himself as Walter Edmonds, and then proceeded to get to his part of the job. Maude traveled along behind him, wanting to see and hear what he had to tell about the cause, and time of death of the two victims. Her guess was based on experience. The two had been dead since the afternoon before, which meant that the case was almost twenty-four hours old. That also meant that the killers had a day’s start on their escape.   


     The coroner went straight for the bodies and performed his tests with ritualistic ease, first the female and then the male. He spent a few minutes working and then stated that he wanted to leave, after giving the techs instructions to wrap the bodies and send them directly to the morgue for autopsy. Maude interrupted him, and asked for time to clean the man and woman’s fingernails for early testing to which he agreed by a nod of his head.  


     She pulled a container from the lab man’s kit, and went to the girl first. Taking her hand gently, she was careful not to bend it, or break a bone, for the muscles were stiff, not yet at the compliant state after rigor. The slender fingers had long nails with pink polish, their youthful skin broken in several places from the stress of her ordeal. Maude scraped under the nails, storing what there was inside one of the tubes from the kit. That work done, she went to the man’s hands next. The nails were short and blunt, with little space for storage of skin or evidence, a doctor’s hands without calluses, but strong, with long, competent fingers. 


     “Such a tragedy, their life cut down like that,” the coroner said. “We’ll see what they tell us in autopsy.” He watched as the lab techs secured the bodies for travel and then carried them on stretchers to the helicopter.  


     “Can they both fit in that small bird?” Ernest whispered to Maude. “You know, with the pilot and the coroner. It’s going to be crowded.” 


     “They’ll be crowded, but those two won’t mind.” She said, dropping to her knees again, looking at the place where the victims had lain. “Help me here Ernest, let’s see what we might have missed.” 


     “Okay, Miss Maude. Let me get my flashlight, and we’ll check in that grass, before the others get here.” 


     The search proved fruitless, reassuring Maude that they were not dealing with amateurs. The murderers had cleaned up behind themselves. The blood spatter on the clothing would prove to be from the victims. The men would have worn gloves, covering the lines and swirls of fingers and palms, each particular to only one person. Add the tidal waters, and the chance for prints were slim to none. Maude had been down that road before, working against clever people who made it their business to outsmart law enforcement officers.  


     Sheriff Jack got back to Maude after the helicopter took off with the bodies of the victims. The group that was left seemed preoccupied with getting their equipment together for the trip back across the lake. “Want to go ask a few questions?” he inquired of Maude. 


     “Yeah, I’m ready. The mosquitoes are really getting bad out here. I must have slapped my own face a dozen times trying to get away from them.” 


     “Which boat we going in, Sheriff?” Ernest asked. 


     “Well now, I want you to take the speedboat, and get back to the office after all these folks leave. See if everything is running as it should. Go home when your shift is up. There will be plenty to do tomorrow, I guarantee you.” 


     Ernest was disappointed to be left out of the trip with Maude and the sheriff. 


     “Tomorrow morning,” Jack said, “You get your tablet and go to that resort, find out everything you can about these two, gather up all the evidence from their room, talk to the maids. Get plenty of pictures. I’ll call the lab and get them to go out there with you. See if anyone came to see either one of the victims during the days they spent there. Ernest, think you can handle all that?” 


     “Yes sir,” the deputy replied, “I can rightly take care of that--might even start my questioning today.” 


     “Which way we headed, Jack?” Maude had approached the sheriff on his left.   


     “Well, Maude, the way I figure it, the boat is not too far away. Only a fool would tow a boat away from here and take it out in the bay. They must have left it near the banks, maybe tied it off, but most likely they left it to drift. We’ll motor down there and look around, then get on up to see Old Man Billings. It’s a little walk, are you sure you’re up to it?” 


     “Sure, Jack, let’s go. I need a little bit of distraction from the picture of that girl still planted in my head. She’s not much younger than my niece Lilly Ann; seemed like I could almost see her there.” 


     The trip to the open bay seemed fast in the boat, and Maude was glad for the wind in her face as they motored quickly down the slip, back toward the bay where the shore and the inlet met. There in a deep channel, the water was calm between the tides. A few large rocks lay along the bank, their source a constant mystery to the locals and the geologists who had studied Edwards Bay. The boulders and cliffs weren’t supposed to be there, any more than the lost pines were supposed to be in Bastrop County. Their presence was another fluke accorded to Texas. 


     “Sheriff, is that the rental boat up there alongside that other old boat? It’s laying at the edge of the marsh grass beyond those rocks. Maybe they both floated there during higher water.” 


     “Yep. Looks that way.” Jack said, maneuvering the speed boat up against the shore. “See if you can catch on to something and wrap that rope around it. We’ll get out here and start walking. Can’t be gone long”, he cautioned. “The tide will start in here in a few hours, and we could be stranded on the shore.” 


     “There’s a post that someone hammered into the ground, a couple in fact. It appears that the boats up there against the grass are tied too,” Maude said. 


     Grunting, she leaned out of the boat and tied off the painter, or tie-rope. The water was sloshing where the aluminum boat had caused the waves to ripple against the shore, a thing that worried Jack more than it did Maude. She had her tennis shoes on. His Harley brand engineer boots, a leftover from an earlier passion, were still shined, and only slightly muddied. It appeared they were about to get wet. 


     “Left my Wellies in my truck,” Jack grumbled. “Damn. Guess I’ll remember them next time.” 


     Maude never knew how to read Jack, for his unsmiling face never changed, even when he appeared to be cracking a joke, a characteristic that puzzled all who met Jack Fuller the first time.  


     She jumped out of the boat after it was tied to keep from appearing as an invalid who had to slide over the edge, otherwise Jack might wonder how she was managing to hold down a job in the police agency back home. The ground underneath her feet jarred the bad joints in her hips, but she felt fine afterwards. A week prior to her visit to Lilly’s Maude had made a trip to a bone doctor and received a shot in both knees. It hadn’t healed the pain, just made it easier to live with. The cortisone delayed knee surgery, an event she was hoping to put off as long as possible.  


     “Glad you can do that, for I can’t,” Jack said, sliding out of the boat on his belly, finding solid ground for his feet. Bad knees,” he added.  


     “I think we can head out right here and then veer east, toward the Gulf, staying close to the shoreline. The ground is going to get farther away from the water as we go, you’ll see we get a ways above sea level at Billings’ place.” 


     “Does he own this land?” Maude asked, seeing the shack in the distance. 


     “No more than you and me own it. He just staked his cabin there. He doesn’t bother anybody. Every so often, someone new from the Corps comes around and wants to move the old man out, but Theodore must still carry some influence. He’s still here. They say he has a pile of money somewhere, but you can bet it isn’t here on this rocky ground.” 


     “He has a pretty good view from up there,” Maude noted. “Maybe he saw something.” 


     “Don’t count on him remembering it, even if he did. I’m hoping we can get something out of him, but I don’t expect much.”  


     “Hey Billings,” Sheriff Jack yelled. “Theodore Billings, Sheriff Jack Fuller here.” 


     The door to the small, one room shack opened slowly, and two bushy eyebrows peeked around the edge. “What do you want?” the old man asked. 


     “Just talk, to say howdy. This lady is Maude Rogers, a detective from over at Madison.” 


     “Hello madam,” the old man said. He made his way toward her, exposing a tobacco streaked gray and white bird’s nest that began on his chin and grew into his striped overall tops. “Don’t get any ladies up here.” 


     “Glad to meet you, Mister Billings,” she said with her hand outstretched. 


     Billings reached out and took her hand, unsure of what she wanted. She stood for a minute and then took her hand back, fighting off an urge to spit on it and wipe it on her jeans.  


     “Say Theodore, did you see that boat down there parked next to yours?” Jack asked the old man the direct question, hoping to break through his memory problems. 


     “I don’t know. Maybe. Is it mine?”  


     “No, Theodore, it belongs to Sandy Gandy up near the resort. It’s a rental.” 


     “Don’t remember. Maybe I saw it.” 


     “Well, never mind that. Did you see anything else going on yesterday?” 


     “Killed a rattler with my shotgun,” the old man said. “Nearly six feet.” 


     “Yeah, I know Theodore. But that was last year. We’re looking into some murders took place down there on the slip. You know anything about it? Looks like you have some fresh oysters over there in a bucket. Maybe you were down there, gathering a few.” 


     Billing’s eyes got a little brighter for a minute, then the light faded and he looked off toward the water. “Maybe. Don’t know.” 


       “Well if you do know something, I’d appreciate it if you came down to the office and told me about it. Give me a call and I’ll send Ernest out to pick you up.” Jack said, already looking back toward the place where they had landed the boat. “We’re going have some boys looking at your boat, so don’t get excited. They won’t be stealing it.” 


     “Okay.” The old man said, moving toward his rocking chair. The mud on his overalls was obvious to both Maude and Jack. 


     “That how you got muddy, getting your dinner?” 


      “Muddy?” Billings asked. The vacant look in his eyes was more telling than any words. 


     “Well, let’s get along Maude. We’ll do no good here,” Jack grumbled. 


     They walked for short while toward the boat. “What’s wrong with him?” Maude could tell that Jack knew some of the man’s history. 


     “Brain tumor. They say it can’t be fixed. Theodore has a son, but won’t live with him, runs away. He’s been staying around here a while. The locals watch out for him. Make sure he has food. The son comes around once a week, brings his boy down to visit, drops him off for a few hours. Good kid, about ten. Just a matter of time for the old man, and that shack is where he wants to be.” 


     “I’ve seen worse places and worse ways to die,” Maude said thoughtfully.




  




  

     Chapter 5 


     The water was somewhat higher when they returned to the shore where they had left the boat, but it was still dry where the other boats were situated. Jack  had called a couple of the lab techs back out to photograph the boats and look for prints that might still be on the boats and the oars but mainly on the pull-start of the motor. The edges of the seats were black with powder when the technicians had finished their work. Photographs, prints, and samples of fibers would soon be on the way to the lab. 


     Maude lit one of her unfiltereds and sat back on the front seat of the boat, thinking about what they had found out. She and Jack had agreed that Billings’ boat needed to be printed because of the old man’s muddy clothing. He had been somewhere near the water during the past several hours.  


     Though neither of them ever considered the old man as a suspect, he might have seen something, or been near the crime scene. If he had seen any part of the killings, he could be in danger from the murderers. From the evidence of violence visited upon the dead couple, the law enforcement officers knew the killers were brutal, and would kill again if there was even a hint of a witness.   


     It was time to go, the lab equipment had already been loaded and the large boat carrying the equipment was motoring out and away from the north shore of Edwards Bay. Maude finished her cigarette and spied Jack with a cigar between his teeth, taking the occasional puff, although he seemed to be rationing the amount of smoke going into his lungs. She watched him for a while and then nodded when he met her eyes. 


     “Trying to quit--my wife wants me to stop. She hates cigars.” 


     “It’s hard to do,” she said, commiserating. “I’m down to four cigarettes a day. Some days it’s not enough. Today is one of those days. I’ll suffer later.”  


     The trip back was fast, and soon Maude spied the county four-by-four vehicle that was parked at the boat dock next to Gandy’s Rentals.  


     “No sense loading the boat on the trailer. Probably be going back out there. We’ll pick it up later.” Jack said matter-of-factly. “Want to get something to eat? I’m starved.” 


     “Sure, how about that place of Gandy’s? Food any good?” 


     “It’ll do, and I need to ask Sandy a few questions. You may have one or two of your own.” 


     The boat rental store was small, about an eight by ten room, with a front deli cabinet, its shelves loaded with different packaged food items. A plywood countertop with a swinging door led into the cook’s part of the room.  


     The grill in the back corner was hot and smoky, the grease from several hamburger patties splattering the tile covered wall behind it as they sizzled and spit. A cash register from the sixties sat in the front corner where the cook could easily drop money into it as the customer paid his bill. An old time Lance cookie jar with a metal top was filled with packages of peanuts, crackers, and a few pieces of beef jerky. The small counter space along the back of the room was the work area where the onions were sliced and the burgers put together. 


     “What’ll you have Sheriff Jack?” The cook asked, flipping the patties on the grill. 


     “Couple of burgers; some fries if you have them.” 


     “No fries, the deep fryer went out this week. Waiting to get it fixed. Give you some chips.”  


     “Have to do. This is Maude Rogers, detective from over at Madison, visiting a while. Maude, this is Sandy, chief cook and boatman.” 


     “Pleased to meet you, it smells good in here,” Maude told him, smiling into the man’s blue eyes. 


     “Likewise. There’s a couple of chairs you can pull up to the counter there, unless you want to eat outside.” 


     “This will do,” Jack said, pulling up the two chairs. “Like to ask you some more about those two that took your boat out.” 


     “Understand you found them that took it.” Sandy said, turning to look at the lawman. 


     “Aye, we did. Sorry state, that. Did they seem nervous to you when they took the boat?” 


     “No. Not at all. Seemed to be on a lark, picnic and all. Happy, at least she seemed that way.” Sandy said, lifting the two patties, laying each on the mayonnaise side of a sesame seed bun. “Pickles, lettuce, tomato, onion?” 


     “All of it.” Maude said. “The man, Aaron, he didn’t seem too happy?” 


     “Not like she did,” Sandy said, handing over two paper plates with the identical burgers. “He seemed to be thinking about something. Not nervous, just kind of distracted.” 


     “You have baked chips?” 


     “Yes ma’am. Gandy’s has it all.” 


     “Except fries.” Jack grumbled, biting into his food, the stream of grease and mayonnaise dripping onto the plate beneath the sandwich. “Good burger.”  


     Maude tried her burger and announced it to be superior, then asked another question. “Did you see any other strangers on the beach during the morning or early afternoon? Anyone else wanting to rent a boat?” 


     “No, they were my only customers for the day. Off-season. I’m not usually down here except early in the morning and about this time of evening. The fishermen get coffee, little breakfast--hungry when they come back in.”  


     “Do you remember any strangers buying food in the afternoon?” 


     “Nah. Just the locals. They come around for the burgers, colas.” 


     “Who was your last customer after you called the office?” Jack asked, wiping his mouth on a small square of paper. 


     “Let’s see, there was a woman, didn’t know her. She bought a bottle of water. Small, dark hair, about thirty five. I remember her because she was classy. Lipstick, tight pants. Looked like money. Got in an SUV, one of those big ones. Surprised me, I thought it would be a Porsche.” 


     “Don’t suppose you noticed the license on the truck?” Jack asked, his face absent of emotion. 


     “I looked, but didn’t see the numbers. Lots of mud on the bumper, license. Wouldn’t have remembered it anyway. Barely remember my own name most of the time.” Sandy said good-naturedly. 


     “Thanks for the food, your money’s on the counter. Your boat is down at the slip, I’ll get Ernest to tow it over here. You’ll need to wash it, no blood, just fingerprint powder. I’d appreciate it if you’d keep this to yourself, Sandy, at least for a while.” 


     “No problem Sheriff; this stuff isn’t good for business. Nice to meet you Maude. Get tired of running with this guy, you can always come back. I keep the coffee pot on.” 


     Maude nodded, her thoughts far away, back at the university where the dead man had a position of importance. She wondered again what the doctor did for the government. Sometimes that hush-hush stuff could get a person into a deep well of trouble. Aaron Dennis just might have brought his trouble to Edwards Bay. She also wondered if the dark-haired woman who came to Gandy’s had any connection. 


     “Say Jack, how many boat docks around the lake, the public ones?” 


     “Well there’s this one, then there’s one over at Jackson Park, about a mile by car, about a quarter mile by lake.” 


     “Any ice houses, stores, or cabins over there?” 


     “No, just some wilderness camp spots. No water or electric. Hikers use it mostly. The beach is muddy. Kids don’t like it there for swimming.” 


     “Think we could drive by there and look it over? Whoever killed that couple had to dock somewhere. If it’s a private dock, then we have a lot of footwork to find it, but we might get lucky. Those folks who made the trip to kill that couple don’t seem to me to be locals.” 


     “Sure, Maude. It’s on the way to the office.” 


     “I brought my vest. It’s in my truck at your office. Wish I had it now. I have a bad feeling that I might need it before this thing is over,” Maude said grimacing. 


     The road from Gandy’s to the park was nothing more than a two-lane trail, lined with tall, brown grass, and weeds. Cows grazed along the road, taking advantage of the grass that covered the area. There weren’t any fences, and Jack said the rancher that owned the cows had given the county a right of way to come and go to the park. It was temporary, and could be withdrawn at any time the rancher decided to call a halt to strangers on his land. Cow pies were in abundance, some of them still wet as the truck squashed them under the wheels. 


     Several small, thin, Mexican sycamore, huisache, and mesquite covered the water line of the western end of Edwards Bay, the thorny limbs of the huisache showing off their last yellow blooms in the mild winter weather. They reminded Maude of the murder scene. 


     Jack silenced the motor of the large vehicle as they neared the end of the road and came to a quick stop on the unpaved road. The evening was over, the sun low on the horizon. “Let’s try to be quiet. Someone might have been left behind to keep tabs on us.” 


     Maude nodded assent, scooting out of the passenger side of the vehicle. “You don’t suppose they’d be stupid enough to stick around, do you?” 


     “I don’t know. Killers for hire aren’t always the brightest people around, but they are careful.” 


     Maude chuckled in agreement, and checked her weapon, unsnapping the holster of the Glock as she and Jack began a stealthy walk toward the campgrounds where a brown pickup truck was parked. They began an approach toward the vehicle, keeping as much cover between them and the truck as possible. A brown tent was set up near the truck, its canvas faded in the evening light. 


     “Hello, the tent, come out with your hands up!” Sheriff Jack’s voice boomed in the stillness. 


     “Watch out Jack,” Maude whispered. “He’ll be armed if he’s our man.” 


     Jack nodded, and then pointed for Maude to go to the opposite end of the truck, to try and circle around behind. 


     “Come out with your hands up!” Jack repeated, easing himself toward the ground, beginning a slow crawl toward the old brown tent, cursing under his breath.  


     Zing, the bullet came quickly from near the lake, the sound of the report large and loud. Again the gun sounded, and Jack returned fire, suddenly groaning as another bullet found its mark in his shoulder. Jack threw himself flat and rolled back toward the stranger’s truck, his gun on the ground behind him.  


     Maude heard the groan and began firing toward the lake at the unseen shooter.  “Jack, are you okay ? Are you hurt ?” she whispered. “Can you get back to the truck?”  


     “I’ll make it. Try to stay out of his way.”   


     “I’ll keep him busy till you get back.” Maude said, going low and running for the back of the brown pickup. 


     “Now go,” she said, beginning to fire at the trees along the lake, the report from her gun the only sound in the night.  


     The tent opening was facing the lake, and Maude figured that the shooter had heard them approaching, and ran for the cover of the scrawny trees in the half light of dusk. She leveled her shooting arm against the truck bed and tried to see if the shooter was on the bank near the water, but he had disappeared in the evening’s gloom. Keeping as much cover as possible, she went low to the ground and picked up Jack’s gun before going see how badly he was wounded. 


      “Psst. I’m over here,” Jack whispered, his voice coming from the front right wheel of the truck. 


     “Let’s get you inside, but first, I need to look at your shoulder,” Maude said, pulling Jack’s coat and shirt back. “Looks pretty deep, bleeding freely,” she told him. “You need a doctor. But let me find something to stop the bleeding.” 


     “Look under the seat, there’s a first aid kit. Never been opened. May be something in there.” 


     Maude noticed that Jack’s voice had lost volume, a sign he was weakening. 


     “Hang on Jack. Stay with me, you can’t lose consciousness.” 


     The first-aid kit had several pieces of gauze that Maude pulled out and stuffed in the hole in Jack’s shoulder, getting blood on her from her hands to her elbows.  


     “Looks like I tried to kill you, got your blood on me. Now let’s get you in that truck.” 


     Sheriff Jack was a tough man, having survived at least one conflict as a marine, and even though it had been several years since that part of his life, the toughness had hung on. He nodded to Maude, and using the strength in his left arm, pushed off from the ground and climbed into the driver’s seat. 


     “Scoot on over, I am not riding with you Jack Fuller,” Maude stated. 


     “Yes ma’am. I can do that.” Jack said, moving slowly across to the passenger seat.  


     “But stay low. Our friend may be watching.” 


     No sound came from Jack, and Maude was sure he was fading, but she also believed he was going to be fine with some doctoring. The major bleeding had stopped, but the gauze was wet with red. 


     “We have to get to a doctor, so my best chance to do that is to use your radio.” 


     She picked up the transmitter and called in to the deputy working the night shift. 


     “This is Maude Rogers, and I’m bringing Sheriff Jack Fuller in, wounded and needing a doctor. I need directions to the hospital from Jackson Park out near Edwards Bay.” 


     “Yes ma’am, Miss Rogers. Get back on the highway and turn left. Go about five miles, then turn left again. You’ll see the hospital sign. How is he?” 


     “He’s doing fine, just fading on me. Bullet in the right shoulder. Think you can call the hospital, and then get a man or two out to the park and see what’s going on with that brown truck? If the shooter is still there, I’d be surprised, but collect any casings you might find.” 


     “Yes ma’am, I’ll call the Highway Patrol. They’ll get someone out there. I will meet you at the hospital. Name is Ray Black, Deputy.” 


      “Alright, Deputy Ray Black, I’ll see you there,” Maude replied. 


     The hospital was new, with glass doors that swung open from the alert of a motion sensor, and lots of bright lights and white walls demanding that those coming inside must know how sparklingly clean the establishment was kept. A wheelchair was parked beside the door, thanks to Deputy Black, and a nurse’s aide was standing at the ready, waiting to wheel Jack inside. Maude drove up to the door and the hospital staff took over and lifted him from the passenger seat. As they wheeled him inside, she hurriedly parked the truck in the emergency parking lot and made her way inside, looking the part of a victim of violence. 


     The person approaching her had that expression on her face that said, “I have it under control, just come with me.” Maude had no time for such nonsense. She had to find out about Jack so she could get on with locating the shooter with the brown truck.  


     “There’s nothing wrong with me, just have a little blood on my arms. Tell me where you took my friend Jack Fuller.” 


     “Down the hall, ma’am.  The doctors are looking him over.” 


     Maude went into the ladies room and washed up. She removed the blood from her arms and straightened her disheveled hair. Dampening her curls, she tried to put order to them, but quit after deciding her effort was wasted.  


     “I guess I’m stuck with this witches’ cap. At least I could put some lipstick on. Brighten my face a little,” she said, wishing she had such a thing in her pocket. “It will just have to do,” she said to herself. After a moment, she returned to the waiting area where the nurses had left her. “Excuse me,” Maude said to one of them. “Take me to the room where they have Jack waiting. I want to see for myself how he is doing.” 


     The doctors finally took Jack into the operating room and removed the bullet from his shoulder. Maude told them to save it because it would be needed to find out who shot her friend. They put some stitches in his shoulder, covered it with gauze and bandages, and put him to bed with the instructions to stay still. 


     “I think you might have a little difficulty keeping that man down,” she said to one of the emergency room doctors. 


     “Normally I would agree with you, and it wouldn’t matter as much, but that bullet tore the Subclavian artery. We repaired it, but it’s going to take a while healing. Is he right or left handed?” the doctor asked. 


     “Well,” Maude thought about it and remembered the Glock .9mm had been in his right hand at the park. “I remember him using his right hand more than the other one, but I don’t know him very well, so I can’t say for sure.” 


     “He will want to use his arm,” the doctor said, “And if he does, he could break that artery open and bleed to death internally. He must stay immobile for the first three days after surgery then he’ll have a sling to carry his arm for a week.” 


     “That does open up a keg of worms.” Maude said thoughtfully. “We’re in the middle of a murder case.” 


     “If he goes back to work too soon, he will probably cause it to open up again.” The doctor said, leaving the room. 


     “Deputy Black, will you call me when Sheriff Jack wakes up?” she asked. “I need food, and the hospital cafeteria is closed. I’ll write down the number of my cell phone for you.” 


      The deputy nodded and sat back in the chair at the door of Jack’s room. 


     The nearest place to buy fast food was a Taco Mucho about a block from the hospital. Maude made her way there in Jack’s pickup, and ordered food to go. She went back to the hospital and sat in the waiting room, getting ready to eat, A kid about five years old who had been left by his mom when she went to the desk  stared hungrily at Maude’s tacos. 


     “What are you looking at? Are you hungry?” she asked the kid. He was small, with buzz-cut, black hair, and wore little, round eyeglasses, From his chubby legs she could tell he was well-fed. 


     “Yes.” The kid told her. “I’m starving.” 


     “Well go ask your mama if you can have a taco,” Maude said, reluctantly, hating to give up her favorite food. 


     The kid left and was gone for a minute, then returned with a big smile on his face. “My mama said I can.” 


     “Well, here” she said grumbling, handing over one of her two food items. “Don’t forget to say thank you.” 


     The kid snatched the taco, and ran back to his mama, the idea of thanking anyone for food a foreign thought. In a minute, prodded by his mother, the kid came back and said, “Thank You.” 


     “Where’s your daddy?” Maude asked the boy, between bites. “Is he in the hospital?” 


     “Yes. He shot his leg,” the boy answered. 


     “He shot his leg?” she asked, her radar going off. “Uh-huh,” he answered.  “He was cleaning his gun cause he went hunting.” 


     “Where’s your mama?” Maude asked, even though she believed the dark-haired  woman at the desk was his mother. 


     “That’s her,” he said, pointing to the woman at the desk. 


     “Say, are you a mom or a dad?” the boy asked Maude, looking her over with undisguised curiosity. 


     “Neither, I don’t have kids. If I did, I would be their mom.” 


     The woman at the desk had finished the paperwork for insurance and was waiting for the clerk to bring her copies. She was a tall woman, dark-skinned, with sharp brown eyes, medium length permed hair, and a thin-lipped smile. Maude noticed immediately that the woman was trying to avoid any conversation with her. 


     “Excuse me, but I wonder if I could ask you a few questions about your husband’s injury?” Maude asked politely, but firmly, showing her badge. 


     “I don’t know anything,” the boy’s mother replied quickly. 


     “Your husband is here in surgery, right?”  


     “Well…yes. Why do you want to know?” 


     “I have a friend who also had surgery a short time ago. He was shot by some polecat down by the lake. I need to know if your husband knew anything about that shooting.” 


     The woman bristled. “My husband had an accident cleaning his gun. I resent your implication that he had anything to do with your friend’s injury.” 


     “My apologies Mrs.…? 


     “Spillar, Corrine Spillar.” 


     “My apologies Mrs. Spillar, but I wasn’t accusing your husband of anything. I thought maybe he was down at the lake and had seen something going on around sunset. Does your husband have a pickup?” 


     “Yes he does. And I’m sorry I overreacted. He has a brown Ford 150, and that is what he drives everywhere.” 


     “Do you know if he was near the lake tonight?” 


     “Yes, I think he might have been.” The Spillar woman had eased up when Maude explained that she wasn’t about to go arrest her husband.” 


     “Do you know which part he goes to when he’s out? Does he fish, or is he hunting for something. I am trying to think why he would be out at that time of the evening with a loaded gun. I can’t imagine him cleaning his gun outside. Any ideas?” 


     Corrine closed down again, realizing she might have already put her foot in her mouth. “I have to go, I’m sorry. If you have any more questions, talk to my husband.” With that said the woman picked up her purse and yelled, “Brian, come here. We’re leaving.” She grabbed the boy by his hand and headed out the door. The little guy turned and waved at Maude then stuck out his tongue as a farewell gesture. 


     Maude leaned over the desk and asked the receptionist about Carl Spillar’s condition. She was quickly told that unless she was family, all information was privileged. Maude pulled her badge and rephrased the question. 


      “Miss Rogers,” the clerk said, “I’m sorry, but I have to follow the rules. My boss is in his office if you want to talk to him.” 


     “Yes, I would like that, point me the way.” 


     She ran her request by the night manager of the hospital, and after clearing the way, entered the room where Carl Spillar lay recovering from surgery. He appeared to be alert and was watching a television program. 


     “Mr. Spillar? Wonder if I might ask you a few questions about your gunshot wound?” 


     “Who are you? Get the hell out of my room.” 


     “Maude Rogers, homicide detective, working with Sheriff Jack Fuller on a murder case. No need for profanity.” 


     “Like I said, get the hell out of my room. You want to talk to me, get a warrant and arrest me. You cops are all the same. Genuine pieces of crap.” 


     Maude had listened to enough, but she knew there wasn’t probable cause to arrest the man. 


     “Mr. Spillar, I told you there was no need for profanity. You have every right to object to questioning if I’m not going to arrest you. I will leave you to your suffering.” With that, Maude left the room, fuming, but pleased with herself that she didn’t lose her temper. 


     Wonder how long this new improved me is going to last? I would have enjoyed using pliers to pull out all the hair on his backside, one at a time. Sure acts like he has something to hide or he’s had some bad run-ins with law enforcement. Either way, I mean to follow up on it. Just think, Mr. Spillar, you could have been rid of me really fast, with a little courtesy. Now I am obliged to look into your life. 


     The corridor was long, the tiles on the floor brightly shined, wax-like, reflecting the stainless steel fixtures on the doors. Maude admired the newness of the large building meant to serve the entire county and outbound community. She stopped in-stride, and spoke to one of the nurses assigned to the floor. Pulling her shield, she inserted authority in her next request. 


     “My name is Maude Rogers, a homicide detective working with Sheriff Jack Fuller on a recent case. I must talk to the doctor who performed the surgery on Mr. Spillar.” 


     “That would be Doctor Jeffries, but he’s making rounds right now,” the nurse replied. 


     “Are you Mr. Spillar’s nurse today?” Maude asked.  


     “Yes,” she replied. “I am for the next few hours.” 


     “Did you notice anyone visiting Mr. Spillar tonight after he had surgery?” Might as well shoot for the big one, Maude thought. 


     “I can’t answer that. I’m sorry, Detective, hospital rules.” 


     “Okay,” Maude grunted. “Will I find Dr. Jeffries on this floor, if not, tell me where might he be about this time.” 


     “He should still be here. Try the third floor. And I really am sorry that I couldn’t help you Detective Rogers,” the nurse said apologetically. 


     The nurse was contrite. She wished she could be a part of the action involving a possibly notorious patient. Her hours were usually spent taking people to the bathroom, checking blood pressure, and adjusting pillows. Maude thanked her. and started to the elevator bank, headed to the third floor. 


     “Wait just a minute, Detective,” the nurse whispered. “I shouldn’t be telling you this, but I saw a man in the lobby just a little while ago before I started work for the night. He was looking for that man, Mr. Spillar. I don’t know where he went after that.” 


     “Thank you, Nurse. Remember anything about him?” 


     “As a matter of fact, I do. What got my attention to begin with was his attitude. He wanted to know about the patient’s condition, and got belligerent with the admissions people when they refused to give him any information. He was about thirty or thirty-five, bald, tall, big, wide shoulders, dark skinned, like he works outside. I went on about my business after he settled down and left the building. Does that help any?” 


     “I don’t know yet, Nurse…James, I see your name tag. I can’t say what will help, but I appreciate the information.” Maude nodded, and then proceeded upstairs, hoping to find the doctor who had performed the surgery.  


     When the elevator stopped, Maude stepped outside and stood quietly for a minute before extracting her note book from the inside pocket of her jacket. She then wrote down the latest description from Nurse James and added it to the other information concerning the murders on Edwards Bay. A recounting of the shooting in Jackson Park was recorded there also. Maude always made it a priority to get her field notes down before forgetting any of it.  


     The rooms lining the corridor were broken up by interesting desk/counters where the nurses and doctors did the computer input of their own notes. Maude went to one of the men in blue scrubs and asked if he could direct her to Doctor Jeffries. The tech was busy on the computer, typing fast, his attention entirely on the job before him. 


     “Excuse me,” she said, “But I asked if you know Doctor Jeffries location. That was not my stomach grumbling, but an actual person talking.” 


     The tech continued his work and lifted one hand to wave Maude off in the ‘just a minute way’ that busy or arrogant people have, but she was up to her ears in being nice. Leaning over the desk, she put both hands on the computer screen and lifted it off and away, out of reach of the busy typist. 


     “Hey, what do you think you’re doing?” 


     “Trying to get your attention. I thought about knocking your ears together but the newer, gentler Maude Rogers is trying to stay away from such direct methods. Now, do you think you can tell me where Doctor Jeffries can be found, or do I need to get a good hold on those ears?” 


     “Uh, yes ma’am,” the clerk answered. “He’s, uh, in room 310. Uh, can I have my computer back?” 


     “Thank you for your help,” Maude replied. She removed her hands from the terminal, and walked from the desk, shaking her head. “I get em’, don’t I?” she muttered. 


    

      


    


  




  

     Chapter 6 


     Doctor Jeffries was indeed in room 310 preparing with gloved hands to check the dilation progress of a pregnant woman’s cervix. Maude opened the door to find the doctor with hands busy, holding the woman’s legs down, as he attempted to perform the dilation check at the same time.  


     When she walked in, the doctor spoke. “Since you’re in here, put some gloves on, and give me a hand holding this woman down.” 


     Maude was fairly speechless, but did as she was told and gloved up. Placing herself at the foot of the narrow bed, near the woman’s feet, she grabbed for the restless ankles and prepared to hold them. It was like trying to hold a bucking horse. Meanwhile, the busy doctor performed his check, half in the air and half on the bed, in time with the pregnant woman’s labor spasms. 


     “You’re about ready to go to the operating room.” he told his patient. “About ready to have that baby.” He removed his gloves, and at that time remembered Maude at the end of the bed. 


     “Thanks,” he told her. “Sorry to be giving orders, but the patient came first.” 


     “Well, I’ve had worse duty,” she told him. “But I can’t say I ever did this before. Name’s Maude Rogers, homicide detective, working with Sheriff Jack Fuller. Wonder if I might ask you a couple of questions as soon as I get these gloves off. Usually the bodies I get hold of aren’t moving,” she added as an afterthought. 


     “I only have a minute, but since you were so helpful, I’ll walk with you to the elevators and you can ask your questions.” 


     “Thank you Doctor Jeffries. I’m working a case that happened earlier in the week, but it may have to do with someone you did surgery on earlier tonight. A man named Spillar, nasty temper. What I need is that bullet you took from him. Did you keep it?” 


     “Yes Detective, that’s a hospital rule. We always keep the bullets. We never know when the police may need them. The hospital requires a writ from the court.” 


     “I understand, but do you suppose you could tell me the caliber of the bullet? Or are you allowed?” 


     “I don’t see any reason I can’t tell you. It was a .45 caliber, and in good shape if that will help you any.” 


     “No, that doesn’t help much, although that information might clear Mr. Spillar in a murder case. He is a thoroughly rude, nasty man at heart. What about the bullet from my friend Sheriff Jack Fuller? ” 


     “I’m sorry, Detective, I didn’t do his surgery, but I heard it was a .38 caliber.” 


     Maude stepped into the elevator and punched the fifth floor button where she had been told Jack was recuperating after surgery. She knew that Spillar had probably shot Jack, but she couldn’t prove it, not without finding the gun. 


     One more stop, then sleep, she thought, stifling a yawn. 


     The sheriff lay on his side snoring loudly, producing an occasional, loud fart, unaware that Maude stood and gazed down at him. She decided to leave him to his rest, made her way to his truck parked in the Emergency parking lot, and drove to the Tyler’s home. 


     Determined to be a considerate guest and avoid waking them, she tip-toed into the house after using the key they had lent her. The hands on the mantle clock showed the time to be after 2 A.M, and Maude felt it in her sore knees and hips. She sat down at the desk in the chair provided, turned on her computer, and searched Gmail.com for any information that her partner Joe might have sent back. Her earlier request had been for anything he could find on Aaron Dennis or Jenny Marx, but that was before the two were found dead together. Recent incidents had upgraded the request to priority.  


     There were a couple of ads in her mail from a company that wanted her to buy land in Florida, as well as one from a time share offering a cruise with absolutely no obligations. She immediately deleted both and turned off the terminal. 


     Tossing and turning, Maude found she was unable to sleep without nightmares of large water birds swooping down from a purple sky. They seemed intent on mangling, and then eating her. She finally threw the covers away and put her shoes on, grabbed her unfiltereds and the small gin bottle from her suitcase, and made her way to the back deck. It was quiet outside, with lights along Edward’s Bay shining in the distance. She lit her first cigarette of the day and inhaled the smoke, determined to continue the self-imposed cut-back. Her lungs were already providing more air when she was active, a response that both pleased and surprised her. A couple of swigs of gin and she saw the world in a better light. 


     The details of the case had been worrying her rest, her normal reaction during high stress. Seeing Jack with the injury to his shoulder had made the earlier crimes more personal with the assassins targeting law enforcement officers. She looked over her book to see if any of it made more sense in the undisturbed night. 


     Doctor Dennis was involved in hush-hush government work and Jenny Marx was his girlfriend, a student who was majoring in medicine. The connection between them seemed a simple one, yet it led nowhere. If the doctor had enemies, why include a young woman who had her life ahead of her? Was it revenge, a payback to Doctor Dennis for something he had done, or someone he had disabused? Once again, why the girl? The killers had made it appear that the girl was being punished for something, or shamed? Maybe she wasn’t supposed to be with the doctor. Jealousy? Ambition? Maude thought about all of the reasons that could have led to the slaughter of the two people, but nothing clicked. 


     A quarter-moon was high in the heavens, giving off a weak light just bright enough for Maude to see the privacy fence that encircled the Tyler’s property. She appreciated again the courtesy to a stranger that Bear and Andrea had offered, and vowed to keep their lives separate from the deaths of the two people from the university. 


     Daylight came quickly, a harsh fact to Maude who had been awake for most of the night and early morning. Groaning from the effort, she pulled herself out of the bed and made the necessary trip to the bathroom. Stretching her long body, she bent down to touch her toes and loosen the stiff joints in her upper torso. The activity caused her head to explode, or so she was afraid. The gin of the early morning hours was taking its toll as the familiar, headache mallet slammed her temples.  


     Her preoccupation with thoughts of cancer had created rituals for Maude, regardless of aches and pain. The morning breast exam once a week in the shower, the search for irregular moles on her body, and the application of sunscreen before she went outside were her regular activities. Maude’s mother, Grace Hamilton, had died at the age of fifty-five from breast cancer, a condition of genetics that had crept up, and blind-sided her with its severity.  


     The mirror was unkind that morning as the glass reflected the ravages of a sleepless night. Maude looked closely at her face, wondering why she still had freckles on her nose. She smiled for a minute, remembering that her friend Bill had commented that her freckles were sweet spots on her skin. He had added a caveat that  something about her ought to be sweet.  


     The memory of the last time she had seen him was sharp in her mind. He lived in Philadelphia and had family there. Kids, grandkids, and a cemetery full of relatives that had lived their long and short lives in Pennsylvania. His wife had been buried in that cemetery, and he had always planned to be there too, until he met Maude. Then his life took a different track. 


     Old isn’t dead, she thought that morning. There was still plenty of time for a relationship if she would allow it to develop. Bill’s words, words that had turned her head, bringing back emotions she had thought were gone forever.  


     At the innocent age of twenty, Maude had fallen head over heels in love with a young, dark-haired man named Paul Rogers. She married him, and then he went to war in Asia along with thousands of other young men. He left her pregnant and happy in the joy of starting a family. She had believed that her future was set, and he would return shortly. Three months later, both her husband and her child were gone. The first was lost to the war, and the second to a miscarriage that finished breaking her heart. She grieved, then went back to work, finished her degree, and put it all behind her, or so she thought. 


     For years Maude ached for her losses, but refused to give in to grief and loneliness, choosing instead to look for outrageous ways to combat her pain. She became daring, working in a police department, putting herself at risk unnecessarily; searching for the answer to her sadness. Afterwards, she went wild, living the free-love life of California for years before the pain finally stopped.  


     The years afterward were filled with high profile murder cases, especially the one that was finally brought to rest with the imprisonment of Robert Dawson, aka, The Heartless Killer, an insane serial murderer who butchered young men and women across several states. He was finally brought down in Texas.  


     Looking back does no good, Maude thought. There was too much to do to start on that slippery trail. Dawson was locked up ‘good and tight’ in the Madison-MacArthur prison for the criminally insane. Now there was another murder, and Maude was stuck right in the middle of it since Sheriff Jack Fuller was unable to perform his duties safely. 


     “Lieutenant Patterson, please,” she told the dispatcher after calling the Cop Shop and being put through.  


     “Patterson here. Maude, is that you? Aren’t you on vacation on the coast?” 


     “Sure, just reporting in. I have a few more days, but I wanted you to know that I got right into a stinking murder down here, and the sheriff who runs things has a wounded shoulder. Some snake in the grass ambushed him, and darn near killed him. Came real close.” 


     “So what does that have to do with you?” 


     “I was investigating off-duty for my niece, looking for a friend of hers that disappeared, when the man turned up dead. Kind of got into it.” 


     “Are you sure you have the authority, Maude?” Patterson seemed more concerned with the legal details than the case itself. 


     “Yes, sir. Sheriff Jack Fuller has given me the authority to be his designee. Can’t get more legal than that.” 


     “You talking about Jack Fuller, the man who almost single-handedly brought down the Machito Gomez drug cartel in 1999? That man is a hero of mine. Heck of a guy. I’d like to be working with him myself. Look here Maude, I’ll authorize time for you, but-a week is all I can do, so you better get going and get the job done, chop-chop.” 


     Maude had to clear her head for a minute. James Patterson was actually agreeing to spend money from his budget to allow her to work in another county? 


     “What gives Lieutenant? Did you get a heart transplant this week?”  


     “No need being rude, detective. Fact is, Rhodes County has helped us in the past, that drug cartel was moving up around here, and across to Austin before Jack Fuller brought them down. We owe him.” 


     “Do we owe him enough that Joe could make his way down here for a few days?”  


     “Don’t push your luck, Detective Rogers. On second thought, I’ll send him down for a few days. Just tell Sheriff Jack that I said “hello, and many thanks for the work he has done in the past. Tell him I hope he’s better soon.” 


     The phone went dead, and Maude stood in silence. After a couple of minutes wondering what in the world was going on with Patterson, she decided to go to the Tylers, thank them for their hospitality and explain that it was not necessary for them to put her up any longer.  


     A trip by the hospital showed Maude that she was dealing with a stubborn man. Jack Fuller didn’t get to be sheriff by sitting on his laurels. He was fit to be tied.  


     “Staying in the hospital bed while the murderers of Aaron Dennis and that little girl go free is just an abomination, but I’ll abide by what the doctors say. Just don’t get me wrong, I’ll hate every minute of it.” 


     “Jack, I’ll keep you up on all the details, and you can run the show from your hospital bed. But old boy, the Reaper is waiting if that artery busts loose in your shoulder, and you’re more than three feet away from a doctor.” 


     Jack grumbled, issuing a sound that was more like a groan, his thick neck stiff in the effort of agreeing without liking it. 


     “I know Maude, and I’m grateful. Truth is, I don’t know what I would do if you weren’t here. Call in the High-way patrol I guess. I just have a hard time with doing nothing.” 


     “My partner and I have been loaned to you by Lieutenant Patterson, my boss. Can’t understand his attitude though; he isn’t usually so unselfish.” 


     “Patterson, James Patterson?” 


     “Yeah, you act like you know him.” Maude was curious about the connection between Jack Fuller and James Patterson. 


     “Well,” Jack said, lost in thought , “It was in ’99,  I was chasing some drug scum that had packed a load of meth into an apartment, and it blew, killing five kids and two adults in the adjoining apartment. I had a bead on the ringleaders and then, about the time I was ready with a task force to take them out, they skipped town. We had a leak, a direct line of information from a fellow that worked in the warrant section. He was brother-in-law to one of the Machito gang. It was real bad after that. 


             “Next thing you know, I heard from some folks up around Madison that a new cartel had moved in there and all the way across to Austin. The word was out that there were gang killings in the takeover of the meth market. Because I knew that scum, knew them on sight, I called and volunteered to come up and help put them all away. Your lieutenant was a sergeant back then, still wet behind the ears, and overcome by the crime that had just hit the streets.  


             “Well, since I could identify the Machito gang leader, your lieutenant and me worked together some, caught them drug pushing murderers, killed most of them, and locked a few up for a long time. I reckon that is what James Patterson is remembering.” 


     “I guess that would explain it,” Maude said with fervor. “It was a few years later when I showed up, then even later when I finally made it to Homicide. Makes me feel even more inclined to find the murderers of those two on the lake. If my remembrance is right, the kind of killers we’re dealing with now don’t just step back and wait. They clear all the obstacles out of their trail. We may be seeing some more of their work before we catch the polecats.” 


     “Maude, you are a picture to see when you get mad. I hope I’m never in your gun sights.” 


     “If that should happen, Jack, it’s because one of us has jumped the fence, a situation that I don’t expect to happen. Those Machitos stay locked up?” 


     “Last I heard all but one was killed on the exercise yard at the Rusk unit. Made it all the way there with good behavior. Guess the others didn’t like meth makers playing nice.” 


     “Think you could check into his whereabouts? See what he’s doing, maybe he got out early.” 


     “I can do that, Maude. Give me something to do besides pick my behind.” 


     Maude had a sudden picture of that activity, and shut it down as fast as possible. She preferred to see Jack in a better light.  


     It was late morning when she left the hospital on her way back to the Tyler’s home. Weariness seemed her constant companion, too many hours spent without sleep taking its toll, filling her head with fuzz. The bedroom offered her rest, and she slept soundly for five hours, got up, showered and changed clothing. Her bag took only a few minutes to put together, and she loaded it in the car, trying to be as quiet as possible. 


    

      


    


  




  

     Chapter 7 


     The local motel around Edwards Bay was a sleazy number, set up for canal workers, delivery men, and the low income bracket that couldn’t afford the resort. Maude stopped in and asked to see the rooms, she wasn’t about to rent a roach haven or a dive. The owner/manager lived on the property and showed her around, eager to get her business. She did her usual check of the beds and found them to be serviceable, if not the most comfortable. The owner said he would provide the newest mattresses from storage. The small refrigerator in the corner of the room chugged along, cooling the inside, and a coffee pot was available if she wanted it.  


     The room for Joe was a duplicate many he had stayed, and so were the manager’s promises. Maude let him know quickly and quietly that anything less than acceptable and he would suffer her wrath. The manager was nervous after, that and walked on his toes in Maude’s presence. She noticed his demeanor, and wondered why people behaved that way around her. The newer, gentler Maude Rogers was trying to be less intimidating, but no matter what she did, small men usually reacted in the same way. It wouldn’t surprise me, she thought, if he starts flirting next.  


     The Tyler’s home was about three miles from the motel and the Sheriff’s Office was about the same distance on the other side of town. Maude locked the door to the motel room, trusting the owner to see that the new mattress was on the bed when she came back. Joe’s flight would be arriving in about three hours, which gave her time to go to the local florist shop, and pick up flowers for Andrea.  


     A blue Chevy sat outside the motel, its motor running, the driver waiting for someone. Maude wasn’t paying attention to the car, but the owner of the motel, Jesus Jones was watching anything that had to do with his new resident. He observed the blue Chevy, a model about ten years old with dirt on the sides as if its owner was not concerned with automobile cleanliness. In most circumstances the vehicle would go unnoticed. The license plate was from Arizona and also dirty, but the manager took the time to read it. He made a note to inform his new tenant about the car. He really liked helping the police. 


     When Maude pulled out of the drive, the blue Chevy followed her for a while, and then fell back to keep her from noticing, but Jesus Jones was in his own car, tailing the tailer. When the blue Chevy fell back, the motel man almost ran into the bumper of the dirty blue car. Cursing as if it was in no part his fault, the motel man slung his fists at the driver ahead for stopping short, and then after he got the attention he desired, he too fell back and stopped his vehicle.  


     Jesus Jones was an organized man, thorough in his actions, but his motel was very cheap. His tenants paid a lower rate than he wished he could charge, however, the ambiance of the motel didn’t allow for higher rent. The sad truth was there was no ambiance at all.  


     Jesus had always imagined himself to be more than a sleaze motel owner/manager. His ambition was to be popular, to have his name recognized by good and bad alike; to be ‘somebody.’ Being a sleuth was in his blood, because his wife’s mother’s brother had told him one time that ‘he, Jesus, was a sneaky bastard,’ and being Jesus, he took the description of his character as a compliment. 


     Following the blue Chevy made the manager feel good, because being a help the police seemed a worthy side occupation. It was not the first time he had been involved in police business, however, the last time, he was almost run over in the parking lot by an officer who was chasing a thief. Jesus had tried to block the path of the thief’s car, and in turn almost became part of the parking lot. The police officer threatened to put him in jail for his reckless behavior, but nothing ever came of it. 


     The blue Chevy picked up speed as did Jesus. A few more blocks down the street he noticed that his tenant pulled into a neighborhood and parked her pickup truck at a residence inside a gated neighborhood. The blue Chevy parked on the side of the road, and Jesus Jones found a tree not too far away where he could sit and smoke his last joint. The car’s windows were rolled up and the smell of the cheap pot filled the inside, lulling him to sleep. 


     A few minutes later, or so it seemed to Jesus, someone was knocking on his window, telling him to roll it down. Maude stood there, amazed to see the motel owner, his car reeking of marijuana, and his eyes glazed over.  


     “Mr. Motel Owner, are you following me?” 


       “Jesus, Jesus Jones. That’s my name. No ma’am, I wasn’t following you. I was following him,” he said, looking across the road. 


     “There’s no one across the road, Mr. Jones,” Maude said while leaning away from the car, trying to stay out of the smoke. “You’re about to put my eyes out. Do I need to arrest you?” 


     “Oh no, ma’am, I’m just trying to help.” Jesus was definitely slurring his words, taking time to pronounce each syllable correctly, but failing sadly. 


     “Okay,” she said. “Lock that car and I’ll give you a ride back to the motel. You’re in no shape to drive. Couldn’t you at least get some really good pot if you’re going to smoke? That stuff is foul.”  


     “Yes ma’am, I’m coming. Be there in a minute.” 


     The little man climbed into Maude’s truck, a task that would have been difficult for him, even if the truck hadn’t been parked with the driver’s side wheels in a ditch. 


      “Now what kind of help are you talking about?” Maude was curious. She had known many would-be detectives. 


     “The blue Chevy. He was following you, so I followed him, following you. He parked across the road when you went in the house.” 


     “Someone was following me, Mr. Jones?” 


     “Yes ma’am, but you can call me Jesus. Yes, the man was following you from the motel.” 


     “Well, don’t suppose you got a license?” 


     “Yes ma’am, I got it. PR7877 Arizona. Does that help?” 


     “We’ll see. But don’t do that again. What if he had come across the road and shot you, Jesus. What would you have done then? And don’t call me ma’am again. I know I’m old, but don’t keep reminding me.” 


     “No, I won’t,” the man said, blearily, falling asleep in the seat. 


     Maude dropped Jesus off at the motel, gave him the address where his car was parked in case he didn’t remember, and then called the Sheriff’s Office and asked Ernest to run a check on the license. She knew it would take a while, but in the meantime she was hungry, and began looking for restaurants or fast food places near the motel. It was Wednesday afternoon, and she hadn’t eaten since the evening before at Gandy’s. She still had to go to the airport, a trip that would take about fifteen minutes according to the Tylers.  


     Nice folks, she thought, didn’t want me to leave their house. Andrea had been very appreciative of the flowers and Bear was his usual, gentle self. She assured them that she would be fine, she was accustomed to renting a room while working, besides, it wouldn’t do to stay in a nicer room than her partner. They seemed to understand, but insisted that she come back sometime when she wasn’t working. Maude could tell they wanted to know what was going on, so she gave them the bare bones of the truth. It was the same information she had given Lilly Ann when she called her earlier. 


     Her niece had been very upset when she found out her friend was dead, but she promised Maude that she would keep it to herself until all family members of both victims had been notified. Maude told her that she would be making the trip to the university the next day, and that seemed to mollify her somewhat, even though she appeared to be on the brink of tears. 


     Joe’s 8:00 PM flight was late, but so was Maude. The burger joint where she stopped was packed with teenagers ordering burgers and shakes with loads of crisp, fried potatoes. After she finally received her order, she ate on the road to save time, although eating in the car while driving was her least favorite dining choice.  


     Finally, the exit door at the airport opened, and the tall, dark-haired man loped across the grounds after seeing Maude’s truck. He leaned through the driver’s window and gave her a big hug, an action that embarrassed him after the fact. 


     “Sorry, but I missed you, partner.” 


     “Ditto, Joe. Missed you too, but don’t expect you’ll want any sloppy kisses. I smell like a wet hamburger; had to eat on the road.” 


     “Bring me up to speed on the case, Maude. What’s happening down here that’s got you all in a tither?” 


     She looked at him sharply to see if he was joking before saying anything. 


     “It’s pretty bad. The sheriff is bunged up from a .38 caliber bullet, two people are dead by what appears to be paid assassins, and the motel owner where we’re staying wants to help out with the investigation. So far, he’s found out more than all of us put together. He followed a man that was tailing me today. The license of the car came back on a white male from Flagstaff, Arizona, deceased since three years ago. As you can see, I am not making much headway. Glad you’re here, partner.” 


     Joe let out a small whistle at the story. “Guess we have some work to do.” 


     The motel’s neon sign was flashing a vacancy when they drove up, and Joe had to go inside the office to register so Madison PD could be billed for his stay. While he was there, he assessed the owner of the business who kept looking toward the door, hoping that Maude would walk through. Joe laughed to himself, thinking that he might use that information later, but he’d best leave it alone for now. 


     She told Joe goodnight and went inside her room, stood in the shower, relaxing in the hot water.  She dressed in flannel pajamas; thinking all the while that her last unfiltered was still coming, smoking just before bed helped keep the nightmares at bay. Sometimes her dreams kept waking her, memories of the men and women she had arrested or killed visiting her sleep. Robert Dawson sometimes came as Bobby, crying as a woeful child, the bruises on his small body bright and terrible.  


     Maude looked outside the window after the lights were out, gazing across the parking lot, wondering who was the driver of the blue Chevy and why was he  following her? The mystery would probably right itself soon, they usually did. The thought was with her when she spotted the car parked in the far end of the lot, hidden among a group of other cars, but still visible in the light from the street. 


     Jumping to her feet, she pulled on jeans, boots, and a sweatshirt in the dark, called Joe on her cell phone and waited for him to answer. He spoke sleepily into the phone, but when she explained what they were about to do, he sharpened quickly, ready to go in a minute. 


     Slipping out of their rooms, careful that the open doors didn’t cast a large shadow in the quarter moon’s light, they met outside where Maude motioned for Joe to go to the right side, as she took the other. Hoping to surprise whoever was watching her room, she acknowledged that the treeless lot provided little cover and was going to make hiding difficult. 


     The gravel on the parking lot shone white in the street lights and the light of the small, but bright moon, crunching under their footfalls. When they were fifty feet from the car, it began to move, slowly at first then shot out of the parking lot, the light revealing the profile of a youngish man wearing glasses. Nothing else could be told and the lack of information exacted a few expletives from Maude about the man’s heritage. She wondered again who was watching her. 


     Joe yawned and kicked an empty soda can on the parking lot, his disgust evident.  


     “Better luck next time, Partner,” he said, “If he’s determined to stalk you, he’ll be back. Wasn’t much we could do, other than shoot him.” 


     “Trust me Joe, I thought about doing that.” 


     The rest of the night was uneventful, and Maude finally fell into a fitful sleep where dirty, blue rhinos chased her across an open prairie on a pot-holed road. 


     Joe was asleep when his head hit the pillow, and no dreams invaded his rest, a fact that he kept to himself when Maude spoke the next morning of her restless night. For a youngster, Joe Allen had an old time prescience of what made his partner tick. They worked together well.  


     Jesus Jones was bitten. The fascination he had with the police was outdone by his overwhelming compulsion to protect his new idol, Maude Rogers. He rose early that Thursday morning believing he could get ahead of the driver of the blue Chevy and parked his small car across the road from his own parking lot. The air was cold in the unheated car but Jesus’ passion for duty kept him warm even as his nose ran in the cold air. 


     The semi-darkness of early morning wasn’t enough to hide the watcher from Jesus. The blue Chevy had parked three rows back, in the A&P parking lot, trying to stay hidden, but the sharp eyes of the motel man easily found him. Opening the door to his small Neon, Jesus continued in his stealth mission, going from car to car parked against the sidewalk, until he had cleared a city block then using his skill for tracking, the enamored man sneaked up behind the blue Chevy. He removed his cell phone with the eight megapixel camera, a possession that he went into debt to get, and proceeded to snap several pictures of the driver of the car. 


     The youngish man had a blonde buzz cut and round glasses that sat high on his nose, his shirt was pastel blue with a button down ivy-league collar, and a dark blue windbreaker that sat half on his shoulders. His attention was so focused on watching Maude’s room that Jesus Jones picture-taking didn’t distract him.  


     “You can go see Miss Maude over there, or I’m pushing the 911 button. Try to get away and they’ll nail you gringo scumbag. Why you watching her?” 


     “Alright, alright. I’ll go. No police. Who are you?” 


     “Never mind who I am. But you must be ignorant . That woman is the police.” 


     “Yeah, I know. Just take me to her,” The young man seemed eager to follow the instructions of his new captor. 


     Jesus Jones was in the middle of one of his happy dreams. He was involved in police work and on the right side of the fence. It had not always been so. There were a few times in the past when he had been on the wrong side of the law. 


     “What’s your name?” Jesus asked, poking the young man along on the way to Maude’s room. 


     “I’m not talking to you. I’ll talk to the officer, but not to you,” the driver of the blue car said. 


    

      


    


  




  

     Chapter 8 


     Maude heard the knock on her door and tried to ignore it, hoping whoever was there would go away. The noise continued, disturbing her sleep until she finally yelled, “Just a minute.”  


     She grabbed the blanket off the top of the bed and wrapped it around her shoulders, covering her pajamas, and then decided it was really unnecessary since she was fully covered and presentable. She opened the door after deciding it was Jesus Jones, and he was just about to get a taste of her wrath at being awakened so early in the morning. 


     The open door revealed two men standing there. One appeared to be a college boy judging by his mode of dress and short haircut. 


     “This better be good,” she said grumpily, on her way to the coffee pot. She  plugged it into the wall socket getting ready for her first cup of the day.  


      “Who are you?” she asked the young man. “What do you want?” 


      Jones answered before the young man could say a word in his defense. “Miss Maude, this is the gringo that was watching you, the one who drives that piece of crap blue Chevy.” 


     “Oh yeah,” she said, “Good work, Jesus.” 


     “Sure, I like to help the police, especially you, Miss Maude,” he said adoringly. 


     Maude looked sharply at the motel owner, wondering how he ever had time to take care of his own business. She knew it was necessary to discourage him, and would, she thought, after the mystery of the young man was over. 


     “Alright, now that I have my coffee, I want to hear what you hoped to see following me?” she asked the young man. 


     “Well, it’s Jenny. Jenny Marx. I know you’re looking for her, and so am I. She’s my girlfriend back home in Flagstaff, and I came here to find her and take her home to marry me, even drove my grandmother’s car. They told me in her dorm that she was missing, and I couldn’t just sit by and wonder what happened to her.” 


     “Young man,” Maude said, kindly, “Do you have any identification with you. Can you prove that you’re looking for Jenny and not trying to screw up my investigation?” 


     “Yes ma’am. Here’s my I.D., and here’s me and Jenny when we were just kids. I just want to find her.” 


     “Have a seat, young man.” She looked at his driver license. “Samuel Marshall. That’s you, huh. Well Samuel, I have some bad news for you. Jenny is dead. Murdered, and I’m looking for her killers.” 


     The young man groaned and doubled over, holding his head, the pain of grief and surprise an overwhelming burden. 


     “She’s dead? Jenny’s gone? Who would have killed her, officer?” 


     “I don’t know, son. But you have to go back home now, and let me do my job.” Maude was never equipped to handle raw grief. 


     “I thought she was just out with someone else, and I wanted to find her and tell her that I love her and get her back. Why? Why would someone want to kill her? She never did anything to anybody.” 


                Samuel seemed to go on and on, sobbing and talking, giving Maude a headache, when all she wanted to do was go outside and light her first unfiltered for the day. Unfortunately, she was still in her pajamas. 


     “Okay,” she said, “I know this is hard on you, but I have work to do, and both of you need to leave. Samuel, go by the Sheriff’s Office and see Deputy Ernest Garrison. Tell him what you know, all the things you can remember that Jenny has told you since she’s been at the university. Give him your address and phone number. We’ll call you if we find out anything .Think you could do that?” 


     “Yes ma’am. I’ll do that.” The young man said, and slowly left the room, his head bowed from grief and sadness. 


     Finally, she was left alone in the room, disturbed by the early wakening. She wanted to go back to bed but it was too late. The sun was up and the day had begun. Besides, she had already had her first cup of coffee for the day. Maude thought for a while about Jesus Jones, believing that he was going to get in over his head with his amateur sleuth actions. He was fortunate that the young man had been harmless. She had to make sure that the motel owner stayed out of police business in the future. 


     Thirty minutes later, Maude knocked on Joe’s door with two cups of strong coffee in her hand. The detective opened the door with sleep in his eyes and took the cup from her, motioning for her to sit while he went in the bathroom. She heard him splashing into the commode and smiled to herself. They were certainly comfortable around each other. 


     “So, how about some breakfast?” Maude yelled through the closed door. “Meet you at the car in fifteen minutes,” she said, opening the front door, and exiting before he could acknowledge her question. He would be outside in less time than she gave him. That’s how Joe operated. He was dedicated to the job, but he was always hungry. 


     A half hour later, a waitress brought scrambled eggs, bacon, and coffee to the two detectives. The last Maude had eaten was the hamburger on the way to the airport, and that was her one meal for the day. Sometimes it was that way--the job got in the way of personal needs. Usually on a case, it was grab food on the way to something else. It made for terrible digestive problems.  


     “Joe, help me out,” she told her partner. “This whole murder stinks of something I’m not seeing. It seems a case of brutal killing and a rape, but nothing much else. No real motive yet, no evidence. Just a couple of footprints in the mud and maybe something the medical examiner will find.” 


     Joe sat back with a toothpick in his mouth, enjoying the last of his coffee. “Does seem to be a weird one. No one saw anything?”  


     “No one’s come out with anything yet. Maybe it’s going to take a few days before the locals start talking. There’s an old man out there in a falling down cabin that probably saw something, but he can’t remember.” 


     “Think we can go over the M.E.’s office and find out anything?” Joe asked, wanting to help. 


     “Let’s go. We can always plead, ‘Ignorant out-of-town-cop, didn’t know the rules.” 


     The drive was a short one and it took them by the hospital.  


     “I want you to meet Sheriff Jack Fuller, the lawman around here. He has three deputies and a couple of guards. There are two city police officers that work for the mayor, but no police chief. It’s a law abiding place usually. No need for more cops, they tell me; these murders are a real unusual circumstance.” 


     The hospital was quiet in the early morning hours. Most employees were beginning their day and the patients were asleep or resting. Room 513 was Jack’s room, and if they had hoped to find him asleep, they were both surprised. The gray in his hair seemed more obvious after the stint in a hospital bed, and the lines around his unsmiling mouth were deeper. Jack’s wife Sarah was there, trying to soothe him into accepting the inevitable-that he must remain immobile for two more days. 


     It seemed longer than a day ago since she had seen the sheriff and it took her aback to look at him. Jack’s face was set in pain lines--he didn’t believe in painkillers for himself. Others could take them, sure, but if it was stronger than an aspirin, Jack didn’t want it in his belly or blood. 


     “Well, Jack, I want you to meet Joe Allen, my partner from Madison. With him here to keep his eye on me, I hope you’ll approve of the job we do for you.” 


     Jack acknowledged Joe and looked at his bandaged right shoulder, the eye motion explaining why he couldn’t extend a welcoming hand.  


     “Glad to meet you Joe, but wish it was under better circumstances.” 


     Joe nodded, and waved it off. “Sorry for your trouble Sheriff.” 


     “Maude, have you seen or heard anything that might give us a clue to why that thing happened out there?” 


     She could tell that Jack was avoiding mentioning anything about the actual murders because of his wife’s presence. Nodding her understanding, she replied in kind. 


     “No sir, I hope to get to the medical examiner and ask him about his early findings. You carry any influence with that man?” 


     “He’s a good man, Maude, but don’t expect him to go out on a limb for you.” 


     “I’ll keep that in mind, and now if you’ll pardon me, we’ll take our leave and get on over there, see what we can find out.” 


     Jack closed his eyes against the knowledge that someone other than himself was running a crime scene investigation in his county, and issued a loud harrumph as assent that the job must go on.  


     Later, after leaving the hospital and sighing his relief to be gone from the sterile environment, Joe spoke up. 


     “Is he always that cheerful?” 


     “This is sure hard on him. I think it might be the same with me if someone from out of town took over my murder case.” Maude said, reflecting on the events of the morning. 


     “Well, let’s get some work done.” Joe ventured, eager to get started, eager to see what had happened to the victims. 


     The coroner did the job of medical examiner--true in many small counties. Walter Edmonds office was across from the hospital in an old building that the county had owned for a long time. Dust bunnies were in residence under the desk, and cobwebs hung about the corners of the building. County services were assigned to clean the buildings, but sometimes personal objections got in the way of the cleaner’s job obligations. Truth would have it, they didn’t stay overlong in the coroner’s office at night because of the nature of work that went on in the cold room one floor below. 


     Maude had been in police work many years and had seen the anomaly before. The coroner’s office was one of the last places to receive any work from the general services section of the county.  


     “Mr. Edmonds, I am Maude Rogers, here on the authority of Sheriff Jack Fuller, laid up in the hospital with a bum shoulder. This is my partner Joe Allen. Wonder if you could give me any information on the murders out there on Edwards Bay?” 


     The coroner was busy adding information to a file, but he looked up with a slight smile when Maude came in the room. 


     “I can tell you what I’ve found out, but it we don’t have our lab results back yet on the bodies.” 


     “I would appreciate what you can tell us,” she said. 


     “The man died from a gunshot wound to the head, but before he died he took a bad beating to his face. The woman was killed from a wound which punctured her heart. There were four wounds on her chest in a central location, but only one that was lethal. Interesting wounds, made by an instrument I can’t identify.” 


     “What kind of material?” Joe asked. 


     “Really can’t say at this time, but the shape and depth of the wounds seem to be consistent with the properties of a long chisel, or some similar instrument thicker than a knife blade. Unusual,” the coroner said as if in afterthought. 


     “Why is it unusual, Mr. Edmonds?” Maude interjected. 


     “Well, usually that type of wound would take a supreme amount of force because of its width. Ever looked at a chisel? They’re thick, and blunt on the end, maybe this one could have been sharpened, but if so, the intention was clearly to use it for a weapon. The killer would have struck the victim from above, one blow after the other to achieve the pattern of the wounds.” 


     “Have you ever seen those types of wounds before?” Maude asked quietly, hoping against the coroner’s assertion. 


     “As a matter of fact I have. It was a year or so ago, had a burglary here. Man was killed, had the same kind of wounds. Didn’t think much of it then, just seemed to be unusual. Never found the killer, figured him for someone passing through, looking for money. Funny thing is, the sheriff was troubled by it; couldn’t seem to let it alone, thought it was more than a robbery. You might ask him.” 


     “He mentioned something about a robbery. A jewelry store as I recall. That right?” 


     The coroner nodded, gazing off, lost in thought. “Yeah, I believe so.” 


     “To get back to today, Mr. Edmonds, can you tell us anything else?” 


     “Well, ma’am, as I said we don’t have the lab results back, but it does appear the woman might have been sexually assaulted. There was some tearing and bruising around the vaginal area. We did a swab for semen, but we’re waiting for results to come back.” 


     “Can you tell me about the woman’s hair? She appeared to have been scalped, or at least, partially.” 


     “That’s my take, too,” Edmonds said. “The layers of skin were peeled back from her head, taking the hair with it.  It wouldn’t have killed her, but sure would have messed her up if she had lived. Now, if there is nothing else, I have to get back to work. The official report will be out when we get the results from the lab.” 


    

      


    


  




  

     Chapter 9 


     Maude was deep in thought, the conversation with the coroner still fresh in her mind, bothering her. 


     “Joe, what do you think? Any ideas?” 


     “Not yet, Maude; still too new to it. I would like to see the place where the victims were found, get a feel for what happened.” 


     “We can go down to Gandy’s and get a boat, as long as you know how to operate the motor. I’m going to sit in the boat and smoke my evening cigarette. But first I have to make a call to Lilly Ann and tell her we will be there tomorrow, not today as I had planned.” 


     Joe laughed. It was good to be back with his partner who cut him no breaks at all. He never had to guess what she was thinking or what kind of load he was going to carry; she laid it out for him from the get-go. 


     The trip to the lake was a ten-minute-drive from the west side of town, a trip that Maude used for introspection. She knew what she had seen in the marsh grass, but there was something bothering her about all of it, something off program. Why would the killers wait and take the couple out in the open, instead of taking advantage of the quiet room at the resort?” 


     “Something must have prevented it there in the privacy of the hotel room. Someone might have scared them away before they could complete their murderous task. I hate to think that the victims were meant to suffer the ignominy of being exposed to the elements for an even crueler reason. We need to see Ernest. He went to the resort and searched their room. Maybe he found something that explains some of it. We’ll go to the sheriff’s office when we get back.” 


     Gandy’s boat rentals was closed, with a sign out that said, “Be back in a few minutes.” Maude took the liberty of looking around while she was waiting. She assessed the beach, the lay of the land, and how the young couple must have enjoyed the early morning near the water. It was a beautiful place, she thought, with the sun on the water, reflecting light off the waves. She wondered what had drawn Aaron Dennis to the resort, whether someone had made the reservation for him, or had he done it himself. She pulled out her notebook and wrote the questions down to ask later. 


     “Hello, Maude Rogers, it is good to see you again. I see you’ve traded your traveling partner. Sorry about Jack, I heard he was shot.” 


     Sandy was a talker, for sure, can’t get a word in edge-wise when he is going at it. Maude waited for him to run out of breath before saying hello. She asked him about getting one of his boats to go back to the murder scene. 


     “No problem, but too bad the county boat was picked up already.” Sandy told her, “I’ll send the bill to the sheriff’s office. Choose the boat you want.” 


     “Do you know much about that part of the lake? Would there be any reason a stranger would know about that particular waterway?” 


     “I can’t think of any reason, it’s mostly an oyster harvester’s hidey hole; goes nowhere, just that little dead end pool down there.  Fellow would have to know this country to find it on purpose.” 


     “Or watch someone else find it,” she said, thoughtfully. 


     Joe sang out, “Let’s go Maude, time’s wasting. Light up that cigarette. Your gondolier awaits.” 


     Maude laughed and then gave directions as Joe motored the little boat skillfully across the lake. She advised him to watch out for large rocks that made up part of the north shore. They found the narrow slip and entered it easily, with Maude admiring Joe’s expertise with the craft. True to her word she brought out her afternoon cigarette and lit it with her faithful butane lighter. Had it not been for a murder investigation, the trip would have been a pleasurable journey. 


     “Slow down, Joe,” she said suddenly. “It’s near here. See that little scrawny tree up there. That’s where they were. You have to tie off the rope to some grass or weeds on the bank.” 


     The grass was dry, an indication of the time of day to a person who studied the tides. Maude didn’t study them, but she remembered from her other trip to the murder site. She knew that they had a couple of hours at best before they had to leave the area or prepare to get wet. Stepping up, out of the boat was hard on her arthritic knees, but at least since the cortisone shot there was less pain with activity. 


     The huisache tree was still in last bloom, its skinny limbs providing almost no shade at all. Joe waited for Maude’s instruction before looking the place over. 


     “The tide has been in and out of here a couple of times. You won’t find anything, but I’ll show you where the bodies were laying. That dark spot on the tree was where her hair was hanging. The mangy polecat that had his fun with her and then killed her; showed her no respect at all. Shameful behavior from a man. He doesn’t deserve the cost of my bullets.”  


     “He would deserve mine.” Joe said. “Any footprints found?” 


     “One set, large boots, the kind men in construction wear, nothing unusual about them. They’re sold in dozens of stores in Texas. One thing though, the size of the boot; it must have been at least a fourteen. Deep ruts that lasted through tide water. So, a big man raped and killed the girl. 


     “The bullets in Aaron were .45 calibers. Big gun. Would have taken only one slug to kill him, but the assassin used two for good measure, or just because he enjoyed it.” 


     “Maude,” Joe said, “This was a hit. Right? You don’t think it was personal?” 


     “Don’t think so, but I could be wrong. Wouldn’t be the first time.” 


     “What about the girl’s hair, wasn’t that personal?” Joe was thinking, trying to put it together. “Seems as though he was humiliating the girl.” 


     “Well, Joe, I’ve seen brutality from people given the chance to be kind, and I’ve seen kindness from some of the worst people I’ve dealt with. My guess is the hit was business, but the details were left to the killer’s discretion. We’re dealing with a really bad group. Besides the big boot print, there was a smaller one, either a female or a very small man. The print was on the outside of the killing sight, so an organizer, or someone who went along for fun.” 


     “A woman, you think?” 


     “Why not? Women can be just as vicious as men, sometimes worse. Seen enough? Let’s get back to Gandy’s. We’re not getting very far on this case.” 


     “What about that old man that lives out here?” Joe asked, maneuvering himself into the boat seat next to the motor. “Think he saw anything?” 


     “Not really. Even if he did, he can’t remember.” 


     The water in the slip was starting to rise--only a small amount—but it was an indication the tide was coming in and another day was almost gone. Maude was frustrated. Too much time had been spent on people that had nothing to do with the murder.  


     “Joe, I want to go to the university and ask some questions. Whatever happened to these people probably started there. We can stay with my niece. I’ll call when we get back to shore and I get a signal on my phone.” 


     Gandy’s was busy, with fishermen showing up for hamburgers and the fixings. Maude nudged Joe, “Hungry?”  


     “I could eat,” the young detective said with a grin. 


     The inside of the small store was packed with people, the odors coming off the fishermen and oystermen in great waves. Maude stepped back outside, willing to wait for the crowd to ease up.  


     A man with a bent brim cap, stating “Fishermen do it in the water”, sat alone at one of the three picnic tables near the store. He nodded at Maude and tipped his cap to her in an old time greeting. “Howdy ma’am. Are you that woman working with Sheriff Jack?”  


     “Yes, Maude Rogers, homicide detective. What can I do for you?” she asked, extending her hand. 


     “Well, I heard the sheriff was down here asking questions about them two killed out there on the Slip. A sad thing, them being so young and all,” the man said, returning Maude’s grasp. 


     “Who are you, sir, and how do you know about those people?” Maude sat down at the table across from the cap-wearer.  


     “Name’s Jessie James,” the man said, with a little embarrassment, “I know, my mama named all her kids like that. Brother is Frank, sister is Etta. Mama could get rowdy with enough Jack Daniels.” The man seemed proud of his mama and her foolishness, a fact that Maude thought was a fine thing. 


     “Okay, Jessie, tell me what you know about this murder.” 


     “Well, nothing ma’am, about the murder, that is. But I saw them two out on the lake before they was killed. I was fishing, something I do from time to time with my rod and reel, though most of the time I use trot lines in the river. That day was supposed to be good weather, so I took my equipment and went out on the lake that morning about ten, ten-thirty. I saw that boat of Gandy’s when those two first came out. Nice looking folks; seemed happy. At least she did.” 


     “She seemed happy? How did he seem?” 


     “Looked to me like he was humoring her, but not particularly liking what he was doing. You know how you see folks, all laughing and smiling when someone’s watching, then their faces change when the other folks look off. That’s how he was. Seemed like he wanted her to be happy, but he was worried about something.” 


     “My boat was anchored down, so they got ready to move on down the lake, over toward the north shore, and I wondered what he had in mind, but it was about that time I got a big bite on my hook. Fishing with cut bait, you get some good size fish off the bottom,” James quickly explained to the law woman. 


     “So you didn’t see them anymore?” Maude asked. 


       “Matter of fact, I did. They turned the boat around, at least the fella did, the woman she just laid in the boat with her feet out in the water.” 


       “Then what happened?”  


       “Well, he caught the wind at his back, and picked up some speed with them paddles, and headed toward the shoreline, back west. He found the Slip, most people don’t, because it kind of hides behind a curve in the beach. Last I saw him he was pulling the rope on that motor, and disappeared around the curve.” 


     “Did you see anyone else out there about that time?” 


     “No, ma’am. I pulled in my big fish, an eight pound channel cat, and figured that was supper, so I went back to my truck. I park down at Jackson where there’s a free boat dock.” 


     “Did you see anyone down there when you got back?” 


     “Matter of fact I did. A big SUV, one of them crossovers was parked beside a brown pickup. Had that tinted glass. Didn’t notice if anyone was in either. I was ready to go so I didn’t pay much attention.” 


     “Jessie, did you notice anything different about the SUV. Anything that might help identify it later?’ 


       “No ma’am, sure didn’t, except, a tiny little thing. When I was getting my boat out, winching it out on the trailer, I was looking at the back of the SUV. Noticed a sticker on the window. Little round one, a kind of curled up snake. Funny part of it was the snake was red. That’s all. Sorry I can’t be more help. Been waiting for Sheriff Jack to show up so I could tell him what I saw.” 


     “Jessie, you gave us some important details. Don’t know if it will be what we need to catch those murderers, but I believe it will be very helpful.” 


     Maude shook his hand, thanked him again, and went inside the store, noting that the fishy smell was just as bad, even with most of the people gone. Joe had been standing inside after placing the order for both of them, but he hadn’t missed Maude’s exchange with the skinny man in the baseball cap.  


     “Learn anything?” he asked, handing her a burger and fries with lots of ketchup. 


     “Let’s eat outside and I’ll tell you what I found out.” 


     The food was hot and good, just as before, with the deep fryer pumping out crisp potatoes that begged for ketchup.  


     Maude was eating and explaining what Jessie James had told her when she looked up to see an elderly couple headed for Gandy’s store with a teenage girl tagging behind. She had a cell phone in her hand and her thumbs were busy sending messages by text. The girl didn’t see Maude at first in her absorption with the small screen in front of her. She looked up about then, and recognizing Maude, she slipped on a rock and went down in the mud of a pot hole near the outside water faucet. 


     Maude nodded at the girl lying in misery on the wet ground. Memories of the freeway from Madison had reminded the teen that it was indeed a small world. 


       “Hello, young lady. Let me help you up from there,” Joe said, reaching down, offering his hand. “Got a little mud on you,” he said straight-faced. “Joe Allen,” he said, introducing himself to the older couple and the girl. 


     The police shield in his pocket came out in one smooth motion. He had practiced it several times. The couple walked over to where he and Maude had been sitting and began talking. 


     “Are you working with Sheriff Jack?” the man asked. 


     They both nodded, and Joe followed up with a “Yes, Sir.” 


     “Dave and Mary Armour, we live here on the lake, have a place around the bend, near Jackson Park. This is our granddaughter Susan. Susan Bright. I want to report that our boat was stolen a few days ago, and we haven’t seen it. I thought maybe one of my neighbors borrowed it, but after talking to them, I know they didn’t take it, so someone stole it.” 


     “What is your address, Mr. Armour? Did you have your boat secured?” Maude asked. 


     “We live at #344 West Edwards Bay, Lot 23; right on the lake. The boat was parked in the boat slip, with a lock on the starter. It came that way from the factory. We’ve never had a problem with thieves, even when we’ve been out of town.” 


     The older man seemed worried about his boat, but even more concerned that thieves had been at his property. Welcome to the real world, Maude thought. 


     The teenager, Susan Bright, had recovered and kept glancing at Maude surreptitiously, wondering if the old lady cop was going to ‘out’ her for her driving. Maude thought she would let her wonder for a while, and kept her eyes turned away from the girl. It wasn’t in her to make someone feel better after breaking several laws and putting people in jeopardy. 


     Maude thanked the Armour’s after getting a full description of their boat, believing it would be found drifting in a quiet cove. She told them that someone would call if the boat was found, but meanwhile they needed to go to the Sheriff’s Office and make a formal report of the theft. As an afterthought, she gave them her card with her phone number in case the boat showed up. She avoided mentioning that the boat was more than likely used by the murderers of Aaron Dennis and Jenny Marx. 


     After the sun had gone down and most of the people had gone, Maude wrote her most recent reports, keeping up with the progress of the murder investigation. As the lead investigating officer assisting Jack Fuller it was her responsibility to keep the information flowing among all the law enforcement officers working the case. 


     “I’m going to call Sheriff Jack and tell him what we’ve found out so far, then go back to the room and go to bed. I’d like to get an early start tomorrow. It will take about an hour, maybe hour and a half in traffic to get there. Give us plenty of time to do some questioning.” 


     “Fine with me,” Joe said. “But I think I’ll look this town over, see what’s jumping.” 


     “Be my guest. But you’re driving tomorrow.” 


     “Good to know. I’ll make sure there’s no one trying to ride in the back seat in the morning. Shoo her out before dawn.” Joe said, his green eyes twinkling. 


     “You do that.” 


     Yes, Maude was really glad to have her old partner with his cheerful attitude back. She made a note to ask him about it the next day. 


     Jesus Jones had left her a note on the door of her room. Miss Maude, that girl’s boyfriend in the blue Chevy disappeared, but the Chevy was left on the parking lot. Also, I called the number the man gave you. I overheard him and copied it down, but there was no such person at that number named Samuel Marshall. The old lady who answered the phone said that Samuel Marshall was her dead husband’s name, and she didn’t have a grandson, and by the way, where was her car? 


     “Well, this business is getting dirtier by the minute,” Maude said to herself, making a mental note to tell Jones to report the car on his parking lot as abandoned. She thought about getting prints from the car, but knew that was a waste of time. Whoever left it there expected them to look it over. She didn’t need another mystery in her life, but it looked as though she had one. 


     The quarter-moon had widened a little, but it gave only a stingy light to the area around the motel. The street lights were bright in the front of the motel, but out back of Maude’s room, darkness filled most every nook and cranny outside the window. A fleeting shadow in the quarter-moon’s light could be seen occasionally as a night bird looking for food flew through the bright lights of the parking lot with its plethora of flying bugs; descending on cars, posts, and building to eat the quick meal snatched from the air. Maude saw those shadows as she sat in a chair by the back window, smoking her last unfiltered of the night. 


     She was still committed to the cigarette cut-back, appreciating more every day the increase in her feelings of good health. I should have done this years ago, she thought. She was lonely, away from the comfort of her own home and the few friends she had there, and picked up her cell phone, thinking about calling Bill Page, but she wondered what she would say. He was a long way away from Madison, Texas. Still, it would be nice to hear his voice. 


     The coffee pot was still on from earlier, and a cup of the strong, black liquid was available, but she didn’t want to stay awake all night from the caffeine. The gin bottle was calling her. She knew its silky voice, but waiting was always the best response when she first heard the sound. Sometimes it would go away, the calling, but sometimes it wouldn’t leave her alone. Tonight was going to be one of those nights. Each time a case landed in her lap where a young woman’s life had been taken violently, the need would take her there. 


     The abuse done to Maude when she was a little girl left a world of memories living there in the black darkness of her mind, never going away, just lying quietly most of the time. Her loss of innocence at so early an early age, made Maude feel a kinship with slain young women barely into their blooming years.  


     The clear bottle lay under her pillow, half-emptied from the night before. She picked it up, staring at the lid, imagining the sweet forgetfulness that would come from the last half. Being alone was a real downer, being sad and alone was a reason to drink. She tilted the opened bottle back and drank the first swallow, the contents burning her throat in the slide down, toward her need. 


     Maude had been using gin since her mother died of breast cancer. She always wished she could have saved her from the ravages of the disease, even when Grace was lying in the bed, weighing barely eighty pounds, Maude believed her mother might still be healed. The funeral had been blurred, formal, with so many strangers from her mother’s life. Then the loneliness came hard and fast, her whole family gone, all that is except the old man--her father--her abuser. The one who should have died was still alive, trying to whine his way back into her life. He finally died, but not soon enough as far as Maude was concerned. 


     The last half of the bottle was gone and Maude passed into a kind of sleep, restlessly tossing and turning on the motel bed. It was a way of life for her. She slept on through the next four hours, awakening with a headache and a need to pee. It was time to get up and greet the day. 


    

      


    


  




  

     Chapter 10 


     Her head seemed the size of a basketball, swollen and full of air, and she couldn’t think straight in the early morning. The coffee pot was too slow, the water in the shower too cold, the mirror too true. Her curly hair was unruly, too long, and rat gray. It was time for a box color. My, my, she thought to herself, I am a pretty, pleasant thing this morning. 


     Joe was his regular cheerful self, a fact that could have brought him an early death had Maude been quicker, but the young man with the smile on his face also carried her first cup of coffee to the chair where she sat. He saved his own life. The resulting smirk on his handsome face told the real story; she was too old to keep up with him, especially after a ginned up night and four hours sleep. 


     “Need to get going, partner. I have tacos in the car.” 


     “Tacos, my favorite food?”  She asked, hopefully. 


     “Uh-huh. For the road.” 


     “You see Jesus Jones around this morning?” 


     “No, he wasn’t in the office when I walked by.” 


     “Oh Lord, I’ve told him time and again to stay out of police business, but he doesn’t listen. Yesterday he was following up on Samuel Marshall, or whoever the heck he is, calling the phone number he gave us. Bogus of course, but Jones is putting himself out there, going to get hurt. I don’t know who Marshall really is, but he knows us all now, especially Jones. I am a little concerned about the man and his eagerness to help the police.” 


     “Maybe he’ll be around when we get back,” Joe said. 


     “Well, let’s go. Tacos are waiting.” 


     The weather was good, clear and heady with a light north wind, a precursor of the cold front that was coming. The two detectives made small talk on the way to the university and Lilly Ann’s place. Both were thinking of recent events, the man who was spying on them and Jesus Jones gone missing. It didn’t bode well, and they both knew it. Determined to keep her mind on things ahead, Maude gave Joe directions to Lilly Ann’s house, hoping to catch her niece still at home. She punched in the gate code, and the street opened up to them. 


     “This niece of yours, what if I like her?” 


     “Fine with me, better you like her than don’t.” 


     “Yeah, but I mean really like her?” 


     “Well, let’s get the mystery over with and see if you do. Pull into this driveway. This is where she lives with her mother.” 


     The garage door was still closed, a fact that made Maude believe Lilly Ann had waited for her before leaving. The front door was unlocked and Maude tapped on the hard wood, lightly at first, then a little harder, to keep from frightening the girl. She had heard a lot of bad news at one time, and didn’t need to get the pants scared off her.” 


     “Lilly Ann, it’s your Aunt Maude. The door is open, so we came in. Where are you?” Maude yelled. 


     The house was quiet, no radio or television noise in the background, an empty sitting room, kitchen. The car was in the garage, Maude recognized Lilly Ann’s gray Audi, her salute to class. She opened the car door, smelling the leather seats and polished console. A really nice car, Maude thought.  


     “I guess she got a ride to the university this morning, and forgot to leave us a message.” Maude said, wishing it had been different. Lilly Ann was special to her, the only relative she really knew. “I called the dean yesterday and told him we would be there early this morning. Maybe we’ll see her on campus.” 


     Joe was quiet, sitting in the passenger seat, enjoying the morning, thinking a variety of thoughts. Riding in the car with Maude was a lot better since she quit smoking those foul, unfiltered cigarettes inside. Not that he minded so much, but it was better. He wondered about his two kids, wishing there was some way he could see them more, but Sheila, his ex-wife had told them he didn’t love them, convinced them he was a bad person, a terrible father. They refused to be around him, always had somewhere they needed to be. 


     “We’re here, Maude told him. “Where were you?” 


     “Just thinking about the case.” He said. 


     “Okay. Well, let’s go to the dean’s office. I’d like to get in Doctor Dennis’s office, providing it hasn’t been sealed by the group that oversaw his work. I haven’t had a fight with a stuffed shirt in a long time, so one may be coming. Just warning you.” 


     “I have your back, partner.” 


     The woman at the reception desk was the same one who chastised Maude for not having an appointment on her first trip to the dean’s office. Her desk was covered with stacks of papers in orderly groups. Any person of substance could see that this woman was in control of her life, defying anyone to disturb the sangfroid of her existence. 


     “Hello, do you remember me, Mrs. Clark?” 


     “Yes, I seem to recall you were here to see Dean Stone and did not have an appointment. Am I correct?” 


     “Correct. I need to see him again. No appointment, but I did call him.” 


     “I’m sorry, but the dean is a busy man in the midst of a budget meeting. He can’t possibly be disturbed.” 


     “Yes, I’m sure he is busy, but then, so am I. Mrs. Clark, I don’t want to be a jackass, but if you don’t call him and tell him I’m here, I swear I’ll just walk right in on him and whoever he’s chatting with. I know you don’t want that.” 


     Mrs. Clark blanched, swallowing hard, not once, but several times at the audacity presented before her. “I will call and see if he is available,” the woman whispered, her orderly world threatened. In a moment, she silently motioned for Maude to go on in. Her austere expression had returned, although it was considerably diminished. 


     Maude shook her head and chuckled, “I get ‘em, don’t I?’ 


     The dean’s office door was unlocked, his conversation confined to the telephone which sat near his hand, the conference function in use. He noted that Maude had entered the room and put his call on hold.  


     “I fear the bad news you bring is worse than we had thought,” he said. 


     “Yes, that’s true,” Maude replied. I don’t believe anyone considered that your professor and a student were dead, and not just missing. I am sorry for the loss of these two.” 


     “Thank you, Detective Rogers. It is a terrible thing to consider. Great losses to the medical world.” 


     “Now, Dean Stone, we have a situation. My partner, Joe Allen and I need unfettered access to any and all areas that Doctor Dennis and Jenny Marx either worked or consulted in, including all the professors who had Jenny in their class. I promise we will be discreet and avoid disrupting classes. This could take a few days.” 


     “Of course, whatever you need. I do appreciate your consideration, but by all means, find the murderers of those fine people.” 


     The door opened, and Joe came through, after being held up parking the car and talking to the lot attendant.  


     “Dean Stone, this is my partner, Detective Joe Allen, who’s working with me on this case. I believe I have told you about the sheriff’s shoulder wound caused by a dirty low-down ambusher, otherwise, he would be here himself.” 


     Acknowledgements made and greetings over put Maude and Joe out on campus with maps, schedules, and basic information about each of the victims. Mrs. Clark had recovered completely, but seemed snake-bit as far as Maude was concerned. She recoiled whenever the detective stepped close to the desk. 


     “What did you do to that nice woman?” Joe asked. 


     “Not a thing. Just told her I needed to see the Dean.” 


     “Hmm. Why do I not believe you, Maude Rogers?” 


     “You have me wrong, young man. I would like to get a cup of coffee to go with my second cigarette of the day, maybe we can figure out a plan. Let’s find the cafeteria,” she said with a straight face. 


     The university cafeteria was no different from all the school cafeterias in the state of Texas, or other states: the coffee boiled and strong after eight o’clock and the servings of food tasteless, and in small portions. The two detectives sat down to make a plan since they had the dean’s permission to begin the search for evidence on campus. There was one small table set aside to accommodate the Neanderthal smokers who continued even after a lifetime of education. Maude fit in at the table, where two of her ilk sat with thick, black liquid in front of them, and a cigarette burning in the ashtray. 


     “Excuse me, Joe. I’ll be back in a few minutes,” Maude said, fingering the second cigarette of her day out the pack. Her lighter was already in motion toward its target. She took her coffee and sat at the table with the other smokers. “May I join you?” she asked. 


     The other smokers made room, moving around table, welcoming the outcast. “Maude Rogers, homicide detective,” said, introducing herself to those at the table. The original two had become four, and the table was crowded. 


     The smokers all nodded, blowing smoke as they acknowledged her introduction. They were from different sections of the university, their common denominator the tobacco they burned. The man directly across from Maude was curious about her, and asked what she was doing there, was she teaching a class. 


     Wondering how much to tell and how much was already known about her visit there, Maude responded to the queries with as little information as possible, though she added that she would be visiting several areas around campus and asking some questions about a professor they might know. She noticed one woman, a youngish sort, mousy brown hair, nondescript brown eyes, with what appeared to be a perpetual frown on her face. The woman hurriedly finished her cigarette and jumped up from the table, making her way out of the room. 


     “Was it something I said?” she asked the others. 


     “Don’t pay attention to her, she doesn’t like anyone here. No reason she should like you any better.” The response came from a tiny woman who sat near Maude, her legs so short they did not reach the ground. “Rebecca Stevens, Assistant Professor, Linguistics. Nice to meet you, detective.” 


     “Thank you,” she returned, “The university is good-sized. Are there golf carts a visitor might use to get back and forth?” 


     “Well, yes, if you speak to the maintenance people, they could provide you with one. Let me see if I can get them on the phone,” 


     “Much obliged. Ms. Stevens, did you know Doctor Aaron Dennis?’ 


     “Why yes, I did know him, though not very well. I am sorry to hear of his passing. Word travels quickly on campus,” she said by way of explaining her knowledge. “I knew the girl, the young woman, also. She had classes with me two years ago, before she changed her major.” 


     “When was that?” Maude asked, staring at her pack of unfiltereds, knowing it would be several hours until the next one. She sighed, and placed them back in the pocket of her blazer. 


     “Well, she changed her major from English Lit to Chemistry. Quite a go-round if you ask me. The reason I remember it all so well is her Chemistry professor came to me, quite surprised with his new student. The uptake was, Jenny Marx had more than enough ability to reverse her choices. She was quite intelligent, you know.” 


     Maude’s little book was getting filled, and another such notebook would be needed soon. She reminded herself to make a trip to Wal-Mart to buy a few of the necessities for the job, including more notebooks. Being away from home base meant spending money unnecessarily sometimes. She bought her notebooks in cases of twenty-four and had a stack of unused ones in her closet at home. 


     “Ms. Stevens, did you know about the affair between Jenny Marx and Doctor Dennis?” 


     The woman shook her head sadly. “No, she never talked about it to anyone I knew, but then, I am a teacher, I would be in the last group to find out. Now I have to go get ready to tackle my next class. Nice meeting you, Maude. Hope to see you again.” She stood and shook hands with Maude, looking up into her eyes and smiling. 


     Joe had been busy, arranging with the facilities people to provide them a golf cart to travel back and forth over the campus. Thanks to Rebecca Stevens, the maintenance supervisor set it all up after her call. 


     Maude was grateful, her knees and hips had been acting up from the damp weather that always made arthritis worse. The ride to the Chemistry lab was short and bumpy; a few pieces of concrete had broken away from the campus road, causing wheeled traffic a rough ride. She didn’t complain, but remained happy to be off her feet.  


     “Find out anything, Joe?”  


     “Well, I talked to the people in Facilities. Their opinions of Doctor Dennis were: he minded his own business, didn’t abuse the property in any way, and always arranged his trips off campus ahead of time if vans were needed. They had nothing bad to say about the man. Seems he was a bit of a recluse, but he was entitled to his privacy.” 


     “Let’s go see the chemistry teacher. Find out what we can about Jenny Marx. I’m curious about her change of majors. This professor doubles as a biology teacher, so I hope we catch him between classes.” 


     “Maybe we can get something to eat after that. I’m starved, been a long time since tacos.”  


     “That will be fine, Joe. Only thing, I’ve had enough university food in my life to last me. Let’s catch a burger place off campus. Still a little early for me, but maybe I can chase down Lilly Ann; find out why she wasn’t at home this morning.” 


     “Are we going to interview Jenny’s parents?”  


     “Maybe. It’s a long trip to Florida for an interview. More than likely, they’ll be here for the funeral and we can talk to them afterwards.” Maude thought about the parents of the dead woman, and of the many faces she had watched racked with grief in her time. Sometimes the pain from the victim’s family was overwhelming. Their lives would be forever changed by the facts of death. That was the part of her job that she hated. 


     The chemistry teacher, Assistant Professor Chavez was a new teacher. The other half of the chemistry department was headed by Professor Paula Bledsoe, a fortyish woman with short, frizzy, red hair, pale-green intelligent eyes, and a sprinkling of freckles. She was of medium height, with skinny calves and ankles supporting several extra pounds in her abdomen. Bledsoe’s overall carriage was at best graceless, but her smile of greeting was warm and friendly, reminding her visitors that beauty was indeed skin deep. 


     “Please come in, I hope you’ll forgive the mess, but we are remodeling the office. Have a seat, but mind the paint specks.” 


     “Thank you,” Maude said. “I’m Maude Rogers, and this is my partner Joe Allen, we’re homicide detectives from Madison, Texas, doing a favor for Sheriff Jack Fuller, over at Rhodes County. He’s got a bad shoulder and can’t get around. Wonder if we might ask you some questions about Jenny Marx and Doctor Aaron Dennis?” 


     “I will do what I can to help, even though I don’t see how I can help. Such a sad waste; Jenny Marx was brilliant. I don’t know much about Doctor Dennis, but from what I hear, he was a very dedicated researcher.” 


     Maude motioned for Joe to start the interview while she sat back and took notes. 


     “Jenny Marx changed her major about two years ago. What can you tell me about her, and any reason she gave for changing?” Joe smiled his heartbreaker’s smile, his green eyes flashing danger signs to members of the female population. Paula Bledsoe was neither immune to Joe’s charms nor overcome by them. It was easy for Maude to see that the woman appreciated a handsome man. 


     “Jenny came to me in the winter, less than two years ago, and said she had decided to change her degree plan radically. She said that chemistry and mathematics had always appealed to her, even when she was told that English education was her forte’. She promised that although she was behind in her studies, she believed that with hard work and perseverance, she would catch up. 


     “Over the next few semesters, Jenny not only caught up, she surpassed other students in the same program, distinguishing herself in all her classes. She was intent on graduating this year, saying that she had reasons for hurrying. I never asked her what they were, but I don’t think she would have told me had I done so.” 


     “Did she ever talk about her personal life with you or anyone in class?” Joe asked. 


     “Not to me, but I believe she might have spoken to Mr. Chavez. You are certainly welcome to ask him. As far as Doctor Dennis and his work, I’m afraid I can’t be of any assistance, for I’ve never had more than a nodding acquaintance with him. I’m sorry; I wish I could be of more assistance, but I must get back to work.” 


     “Thank you for your time Professor Bledsoe. You’ve been a great help,” Maude said, leaving the room. Joe said his own thank you, and walked outside, taking some notes, missing a step in his concentration.  


     “Joe, I want to find Mr. Chavez, and question him a little before we leave. Did it seem to you that Professor Bledsoe didn’t want to talk about Aaron Dennis?” 


     “She did seem a little too eager for us to leave. Maybe we should make it a point to ask a few questions later when she thinks we’re satisfied.” 


     The assistant professor had gone to lunch after class was over, leaving the two detectives with a few minutes to find food for themselves. They drove the cart to the car and parked it out of the way, taking the key to the small vehicle.  


     A sign one block down from school advertised fish and fries, root beer, and other fast foods. They both agreed a change of pace would be a treat. After the crunchy pieces of cod were delivered, doused with vinegar, and loaded with tartar sauce, Maude decided she had found another favorite food. Eating twice in the same day was unusual for her, but the tacos that morning had been less than filling.  


     The afternoon had progressed, and the wind was up, bringing colder temperatures, an impetus to hurry with their interviews. The next step, they decided was to separate, with Joe interviewing one person, and Maude another. 


     In the back of her mind a little nagging worry had started about Lilly Ann. She hadn’t called her aunt all day, even though Maude had left her several voice mails. She decided to give Joe heads up. 


     “Joe, I have to tell you, I’m getting worried about my niece. She should have called me by now. If you don’t mind, I’m going to run by the house and see if her mother is there. She was supposed to be back home today from a quick trip to Houston. Probably Lilly Ann is with her, but I have to know. Think you can carry on without me?” 


     “No problem,” Joe said, concerned by Maude’s attitude. “Go ahead, I’ll take over here while you do that. Let me know what’s up.” 


     The house on Caldwell Street was undisturbed since morning. Lilly Ann’s car still sat in the garage, with no one in the house. Maude had locked the door when she left, but she knew where the spare key was kept. Jean’s car was still gone, but Maude figured she was on her way back from Houston. 


     Opening the door was different from the activity of her early morning visit. This time there was reason to look and see with a different eye. The investigator searched for abnormalities, for unfinished activities, for signs that a day’s schedule had been interrupted. On the kitchen counter was a full cup of mocha latte, Lilly Ann’s special drink, one that Maude detested, but the girl had to have in the morning to start her day. The toaster held one-half of a bagel, burned on the edges, cold from its ejection from the machine at an earlier time. 


     In the refrigerator a bag was standing on the shelf, a lunch packed for the day, still waiting for Lilly Ann to pick-up and carry to school. The bedroom was next; its tidiness reflective of the girl’s character. The only flaw was the thin robe on the floor near the closet. The signs are here, everywhere. Why didn’t I look for them early in the day? 


     She finished the search, going room to room, finding the tell-tale clues. Her  niece was missing. The answer machine on Jean and Lilly Ann’s house phone was blinking, full of messages from concerned friends throughout the day.  


     “Where are you? You missed lunch, girlfriend. You should see the mess in the hallway this morning; Dodie was puking everywhere.” They went on until the machine had filled to capacity. Maude’s belly was growling, it always happened, the precursor to diarrhea that stress and anxiety brought on. 


     She calmed herself as she knew how, as she knew she must. Taking it one step at a time, she dealt with the evidence as she would if it were not her only niece. Clinically, she saw in her mind’s eye as it had happened. 


     Lilly Ann was in her robe, coffee just made, waiting for it to cool a moment before drinking. She had bathed earlier, her clothing chosen, hanging in the closet till the last minute to avoid wrinkles. The half-bagel was almost ready, burned on the outside edge just as she liked it, the leisurely breakfast even more wonderful because she was alone for a short time. 


     Her mother was due, in fact the doorbell probably sounded or someone knocked. “She must have forgotten her key. Mother. Silly you.” The thin robe would have barely covered her, still damp from the shower, her hair wet, rolled in a towel. She would have opened the door, throwing it aside, ready to hug her mother and chastise her at the same time. 


     But it wasn’t mother. It was someone else, a planned abduction, taking Lilly Ann away. But where? Who? Why? He let her get dressed, evidenced by the robe on the floor. He would not have known Lilly Ann’s habits, the way she hung her clothing, the dishes in the sink, everything put away; this stranger at Lilly Ann’s door.  


     Who might have seen? The neighbor next door, who spied through her  window, or the old man across the street who eyed Lilly Ann with lust when she wore tight jeans and a tee-shirt. Would they have noticed her being forced into a car? Would they admit to seeing? 


     Maude ran to the neighbors, first the spy, who said she saw nothing. Then the lecherous old man who replied, “I saw a car in front of the house, a young man, crew cut, round glasses. Lilly Ann with a blue dress, gossamer, a button up sweater over the fabric, black shoes, her hair wet. Strange,” the man said, “the wet hair and thin dress. So thin you could see through it. Shame on her. It was early, before you arrived,” he said. 


     “You saw me drive up, and you said nothing?” 


     “I thought she was on a date.” The lust was still evident on his wrinkled face. 


     “You’d best get inside before I do some terrible things to you,” Maude advised. She studied her surroundings with icy calm, searching for evidence, while ignoring the blowing wind and rain of the cold front that had dropped the temperature at least ten degrees. 


     “Joe, I’m coming to get you,” she said on her cell. “Lilly Ann was abducted by the driver of the blue Chevy. The country gentleman, the liar who watched me, probably did a search on my most vulnerable relatives. I’ll be there in five minutes.”   


     “Where are we going Maude? What are we going to do? Call the police, get some help,” Joe interjected. 


     “Good idea,” she replied. “You call. I’ll be there soon.”  


      She barely made it to the bathroom before losing her breakfast and lunch. The picture of Lilly Ann laid out dead, or in a state of torture was more than she could bear. Whoever has taken her has some master plan, she told herself. Surely that plan doesn’t include taking her life. Maude washed her face and hands and then tried to pull herself together, remembering her training. She said a quick prayer that her niece wasn’t in mortal danger and would be found unharmed, and then walked back outside the house to wait for Joe. Whoever had taken Lilly Ann had fulfilled his purpose if it was to muck up Maude’s concentration on the Edwards Bay murders. 


    

      


    


  




  

     Chapter 11 


     She sat in the truck, thinking as she drove, trying to put her thoughts together, trying to remember what the young man who called himself Samuel Marshall had said. Did he leave any clues-any dropped information that I can pick up and use to find my sweet niece? The driver license, his identity, he wanted me to see it. What did it say? What was the address? Where was it? Think, think, think, Maude! Bulverde Creek, no Bulverde Street, in what city, where? Rhodes County, Rural Route? Where was it? God, help me remember. 


     The rural streets in Rhodes County were laid out without order. Most were named after the residents that settled the land, divided it into parcels, and sold it later to developers. The waterway and the Bay in Rhodes County were magnets drawing people into the rural areas, making streets out of pot-holed jeep roads. Maude knew that Sheriff Jack would know the answer; he would know every street and alley of his county. 


     The phone rang at the hospital, the admissions person finally transferring her to Jack’s room. “Jack, it’s Maude. I have a snake by the tail and I can’t let him go without getting bit. I need your help.” 


     “What is it?” He asked, fully alert, recognizing distress in his partner’s voice. 


     “There’s a road in your county, somewhere outside, near the edge, Bulverde something. That’s all I remember. He took my niece, Jack. He’s got her. I can’t get there as fast as Ernest. Can you send him? Tell him it might be worse than a snake- watch closely. I’ll be there as soon as I can.” 


     “Calm yourself, my friend. I know the place. Been there on my rounds. It’s remote, real quiet. Wish I could go, but I’ll send Ernest and Ray. Good boys.” 


     “Thanks Jack. I’ll see you soon. Oh, and if they find her, tell them to be gentle with the girl. She’s never known violence.” 


     The car careened off the curb with Maude driving fast, coming to a full stop within three feet of Joe.  


     “Move over Maude,” Joe ordered as he opened the door. “You sit, I’ll drive.” 


     She felt a great relief, her partner would help; they would find Lilly Ann. She knew it. “Fine, you drive. Head down the freeway, about fifty miles.” 


     “Who is it Maude, who’s got your niece, and how do you know it’s him?”  


     She ran down the last half hour’s discoveries, including her memory of   Samuel Marshall’s driver license. She told him about trying to recall the address, and then calling Jack.  


     “It’s him, Joe. I don’t know why he took her, but it’s him. I looked in his eyes and thought he was true, but I was wrong. He’s evil and has some god-forsaken motive. Samuel Marshall won’t be his real name, but it’s a start.” 


     The trip seemed to take forever for Maude stuck in the passenger seat of her own vehicle. Her unfiltereds were off–limits until the evening. The commitment had been made and even the potential loss of her niece didn’t change her mind. She didn’t trade one sin of hers for someone else’s. She was stoic, the thoughts whirling in her mind but not reaching outside. It had been a long time since she felt such remorse-well over a year ago. The girl who had rented her house, a sweet young thing with her life before her suffered a terrible death so Maude would   perform in a macabre play.  


     There was no fairness in murder, no equity in mayhem. It was the evil nature of debased man that rose up and gleefully destroyed life. She wondered if all who strove to contain the criminal element was at one time or another forced to stare helplessly into the light in a madman’s eyes. 


     The phone rang, it was Jack calling. They had located the address, and his deputies were headed that way. Maude gave him her location and found that they were close, very close to the place--the heart of Lilly Ann’s darkness. 


     “Joe, Jack says to take the Route 3 cut-off, turn left, and go about three miles back into the woods. The house is there, all by itself.” 


     “Got it,” he said, urging the pick-up to take the turn on two wheels. “Be there in a minute or two.” 


     Maude pulled the clasp off her holster, the Glock 19 waiting for instructions. Ahead, the area was nothing but skinny trees. In the distance she saw a lot of naked mesquite and huisache, a tall cane break, and an opening she could see that led to a small, double-wide mobile home. The color was nondescript. Once beige, it was now dirtied by the blowing wind and rain, and the fading of the summer sun. The door was closed. Ernest had parked the county vehicle under cover of some of the trees and was waiting for instructions. 


     They gathered together behind their trucks forging a unified assault on the door of the house. Maude led the group, hunkering down where she was partly hidden from the windows inside. No sound came from the house, no bullets came flying, nor was there any sign of life. “Police,” Maude shouted. “Open up, Police.” 


     They rushed the door, staying under cover of the exterior walls. This time it was Joe who shouted the words, ready to enter with his gun prepared to fire, but holding until the last minute to protect the innocent. Maude prayed again that Lilly Ann hadn’t suffered pain or loss. She thought of Jean, the girl’s mother, at home wondering why her daughter hadn’t returned from the university. Jean would have followed the path Maude took, first the bedroom, then the kitchen, seeing the morning coffee, a bone-freezing fear setting in as she searched for Lilly Ann behind each door. 


     They opened the unlocked entry door easily. Going through the house from one point to the next, the group of law enforcement officers found the large walk-in closet in the master bedroom. It was closed off, the hollow doors already battered and ruined from abuse, braced against one another, holding together with half the original hinges. Maude nodded at Joe. “Pull”, her eyes said. 


     The doors fell to the side, baring the closet, the empty shelves and hangers naked in the evening light. Down in the far corner, against the last shelf, Lilly Ann lay wrapped and tied into a bundle, a dirty gag over her mouth. Her eyes were wild, swollen from crying, and the pupils black from fear. She looked at Maude and began struggling against the ropes, trying to reach her aunt. 


     They came off easily. Loosely tied they were just enough confinement to keep Lilly Ann from freedom. The gag was a plain, once-white cloth, similar to those for wiping dishes. The final movement of freedom from the ropes sent the captive into hysterical screams, the kind that come at the end of trauma when fear of the threats return still holds sway. 


     Grabbing Maude with both arms, Lilly Ann cried on her shoulder, holding her tightly, afraid to let go. She wasn’t injured in any way. She had no cuts, bruises, or wounds of any kind, except those in her mind. It would be hours before they could question her, hours before the fear subsided and she felt safe. Maude wondered if Lilly Ann would ever truly feel safe from the night mares and madmen of the world.  


     “Thank you, God, for keeping her safe.” Maude whispered. 


     She kept her arms around Lilly Ann hoping to keep the fear at bay, grateful to have her back. Her discerning eyes looked over the closet, the abandoned clothing on the floor, the empty shelves coated with dust and mouse droppings. Some old metal, clothes hangers hung off the broken clothes poles. Others were piled on the floor. A white envelope lay incongruously against the backdrop of the dirty closet shelf, waiting for its intended correspondent. Maude motioned to Joe to protect the envelope, to remove it from the shelf, and avoid any fingers on its pristine surface. 


     Three words across the envelope got everyone’s attention. Detective Maude Rogers, it read, but nothing more was written to indicate the nature of its contents. 


     “Lilly Ann,” Maude said, “I need for you to get control of yourself for a few minutes while we try and find some hard evidence against the jackal that brought you here. Stand beside me, but let me get out of this closet. Joe, please remove whatever is in that envelope and read it to me. I want to hear it before I see it.” 


     “There’s nothing inside, Maude, its empty; looks like someone is playing games with us, with you.” 


     “Then let’s get out of here. Sheriff Jack’s men can take care of the forensics of the room. You can bet they won’t find anything incriminating, but we have to try.” 


     Leading a calmer Lilly Ann outside, Maude opened the pickup door and helped her onto the back seat and buckled the seat belt. 


     “Lilly Ann,” she said, “I won’t tell you to get over this, to quit being afraid. It isn’t in me to be unfeeling with you, but please hear me. This man who took you has no hold over you now unless you give it to him. Fear is his weapon, he can gloat to the devil himself that he controls you if you let him live in your mind. It is only when you stand up, spit in his face, and then walk away from him that he will lose his hold on you. Think about that some while we’re driving.” 


     The young woman sat huddled in the back seat, a soft quilt from Maude’s traveling items thrown over her shoulders. She whimpered for a long time and then grew silent. Maude thought she was sleeping under the quilt. Joe was driving once again, heading the truck back to Lilly Ann’s neighborhood.  


     “Aunt Maude, do you want to ask me any questions? I want you to find the man who took me from my home. I want to help.”  Lilly Ann was not only awake, she had been thinking, deciding that whatever she had to do, her abductor had to be caught. 


     “Whatever you want to tell,” Maude replied. “Go ahead, I’ll take some notes. The questions will come later if I need to clarify something.” 


     “This morning, I was getting ready for work, and I knew you were coming. I was happy, running around the house singing.” At that point, Lilly Ann blushed and looked at Joe. “Just silly stuff, with Mom gone, I wasn’t thinking about safety even though you’ve told me all my life to be alert to my surroundings. There was a knock on the door, and I thought it was Mom coming in early. She’d been gone to Houston for two days. Anyway, I opened the door real wide, and the next thing I knew someone had my arms behind my back, my nose was burning, and I had a gag in my mouth. I think I fought really hard. It’s like I was in a movie or somewhere other than right there at my own door. 


     “I had my robe on, just being straight from the shower, and the man told me to get dressed. He chose my dress from the closet. Then he forced me into the back seat. I…did what he told me to do. He told me if I didn’t do what he said, he would hurt me, but if I was quiet, he would be nice to me. He covered me with his coat because I didn’t have mine, and my dress was thin with only a sweater over it.” Once again she flushed and sneaked a look at Joe who kept his eyes on the road, never blinking. 


     “The next thing I knew, we were at that house and I was in the closet. He said that if I tried to get out he would hurt me. The ropes were on my arms and legs and I stayed on the floor so many hours, crying and feeling alone, afraid he was lying and would come back and kill me. I knew you would find me, but I thought it would be too late.” At that point she began sobbing, the memory of her fears stark and current. 


     Finally the crying stopped and Maude felt it was safe to ask a few questions. “Can you describe this man?” 


     “He wasn’t very tall, just about my height. He had blonde hair with a kind of military cut. He wore Ben Franklin glasses, sounded like he was from the south. Does that help?” 


     “Helps a lot, remember anything else? No matter how insignificant it sounds, we might use it. Anything about the car?” 


     “I don’t think so. Unless...I seem to remember he talked to someone on the phone. I think it was after he put me in the closet. It’s kind of foggy, but I’m sure I heard a phone ring.” 


     “So he was talking to someone on the phone, which probably means he was following orders.” 


     Lilly Ann was quiet again and unresponsive. 


     “Joe, I have to call her mother, my sister-in-law, Jean. She should be home by now. I could also use my evening cigarette. Think we could pull in that store up there and get a cup of coffee?” 


     Joe stopped the truck and went inside while Maude opened the door of the truck and sat sideways on the seat, lighting her third cigarette of the day. The pain in her hips and knees was strong from the activities of the day. Creeping low and ducking for cover were the culprits that had helped cause the joint problems, along with wrestling perps throughout her career. The bottle of ibuprofen was on the seat, near her, and she popped two of them in her mouth, dry swallowing as she had learned to do in the field. 


     The coffee was steaming when Joe brought it, along with two others and some fried pies, a single man’s meal on the road. Lilly Ann woke and sat up. 


     “Do I smell coffee? Can I have some?” 


     Joe handed one of the cups over, shaking his head sorrowfully. “I put cream and sugar in it. Hope you like it. How about a fried pie? Apple or cherry?” 


     “Perfect. Cherry,” she said, her hands reaching. “I’m starved.” 


     “Yes, that is just perfect.” Maude said, thinking of the gratitude she felt for her niece’s apparent good health. It could have been so much worse. 


     “Lilly Ann, I’m about to call your mother, after I finish my cigarette. You’ll want to talk to her, reassure her that you are unhurt.” 


     The phone call went just as she thought it would with Jean trying to keep from losing control, but having a hard time with it. She also called Jack, and informed him of the most recent news, that the man who abducted Lilly Ann was also the man who had been stalking Maude back at the motel. 


     Jack told her that the house was on the county auction rolls for taxes unpaid, and no one had officially lived there in about five years. He said the doors were supposed to be boarded up, at least the tax folks told him it was their practice to keep unauthorized squatters out of the house and off the land. 


     “All public information,” Maude said, shaking her head. “No way to track him.” 


     “Well, I wouldn’t be too sure. They always slip up, you know. Ernest is on top of things, he might dig something up. Maybe some of the people out there saw the car that carried your niece to that house.” 


     “It’s been my experience, Jack, that neighbors in those kind of housing areas turn a blind eye to what goes on out of their own yard.” 


     “We might still get lucky.” Jack said, his good nature having finally returned after being shot. “Some folks think about something and want to do the right thing.” 


     “We can hope, Jack. We can hope. Meanwhile I am grateful to have Lilly Ann safe and sound. You and your men have my gratitude.”  


     “We seem to be in each other’s debt, Maude. Let’s leave it at that. I get to go home tomorrow, then go back to work in a week. Seems like a long time. My wife is bound and determined to keep me from doing a blessed thing. But I am grateful to be alive.” 


     “Jack, you aren’t going to start crying, are you?” Maude asked him.  


     Jack laughed, the mood broken just as she had hoped. “No tears. I’ll get busy on this end, giving orders. Seems I can still do that. We’ll see what we can find out about that fellow Spillar, see if he was the one with the gun. Oh yeah,” he added, “I called the sheriff down there. He said he would wait for your report when you returned. I imagine his folks will want to do some follow-up with your niece. Just so you know.” 


     “Thanks Jack, I was hoping they had some foreknowledge of what was going on. Joe called them in the beginning, but I haven’t had any communication myself.” 


    

      


    


  




  

     Chapter 12 


     The transition went smoothly, with the local law enforcement agency picking up the trail at Lilly Ann’s house. The deputy assigned to the abduction was an older man, an investigator with some years of experience. He told Maude that the car at the scene, the one that had been driven by Lilly Ann’s abductor, had been identified as a vehicle that was stolen off a used car lot two days earlier. It had not been found yet, but they were working on it. Maude thanked him and told him she would be available at her cell number if he had some more questions. 


     The hospital’s resident doctor checked Lilly Ann and found nothing out of the ordinary; however, he suggested keeping her overnight. She refused, saying she was fine, and didn’t want to be away from home that night. 


     Maude and Joe were given the two spare rooms in Jean’s house and slept for a few hours. The next morning, they all gathered at the dining table to discuss the goings on of the day before. Jean made breakfast for them all, a real treat for Maude. She wasn’t much of a cook, herself, but she loved a good breakfast. 


     Over pancakes, syrup, bacon and hash browns, the story was filled in for Jean and Lilly Ann. Some of the information had to be kept private as police business, but for the most part, the story could be told. The abduction of Lilly Ann didn’t seem connected to the other case-the murders of the campus doctor and a fourth year student- but in the end, it might play out that the tentacles of the murder  had reached into Maude’s family. 


     As for Maude, she kept her concerns to herself, but when the quiet settled later, the inconsistencies nagged at her, the things that didn’t match up. The legs of the case didn’t fit with the body, making it too unwieldy to be true. Maude had that sixth sense given especially to cops. When it smelled bad, she knew it. She couldn’t always prove it, but she knew it in her gut. 


     They stayed in the house, spending some time with Jean and Lilly Ann over the weekend before returning to the university on Monday. It was necessary to get back to work, to eliminate the innocent from the potentially guilty parties. There was someone who had personal reasons to rid the community of the two victims. Even though it was a professional job, Maude knew that some person or persons had hired the killing team. 


     After spending another day on campus, the two detectives found few incriminating answers to their questions about Aaron and Jenny. They were tired, and Maude could feel the ache in her joints as the anticipated Arctic air blew through, bringing icy winds and very cold temperatures. The night chill was predicted to be below freezing, a condition that Maude was hoping to avoid.  


      The laboratory was the last place on the list. The research professors and graduate students who had worked with Doctor Dennis were busy at their jobs, deep into microscopes and computerized machinery when Maude entered the laboratory. She was directed to the office, a small room with files piled all across the desk, and a research assistant who was entering data as fast as her fingers could move over the keys.  


     “Hello,” Maude said in her nicest voice, “I’m Maude Rogers, homicide detective, working with Sheriff Jack Fuller of Rhodes County on the murders of Aaron Dennis and Jenny Marx.”  


     Silence, the kind she had dealt with too many times-the projected disdain of data hunters and gatherers who ignored the human voice at regular levels-was the greeting she received from the name-tag-labeled person at the computer desk. The newer and gentler Maude Rogers tried again to get the typist to acknowledge her. Finally, she pulled her shield and lay it down on the keys in front of the woman, the bright gold star winking in the overhead light. 


     “You have my identification. Please nod your head if you hear me. Don’t speak, just nod.” The girl nodded her head, not moving any other part of her body. 


     “Now, do you suppose you could tell me where I will find Professor Frank Carmody? Don’t speak, just nod or shake your head.” The girl nodded, her eyes darting back and forth between Maude and the chance of escape through the back door. 


     “Will you point the way, please?” The girl lifted her right arm, pointing her shaking fingers toward the rear of the building. 


     “Now you can get back to your machine. Thank you very much,” Maude said quietly. 


     Professor Carmody was an older man, tall, with a straight back. The thinness of his stature spoke of missed meals and disregard for his body. A true idealist, Frank Carmody was engrossed in dictating some of his recent findings into a machine that transcribed his words onto a screen. He saw Maude and waved her into the office, a ten by eight cubicle, with myriads of file-stacks reaching almost to the ceiling. 


     The professor was intent on his delivery to the machine, yet unlike the girl in the other office, he did look at Maude with a ‘give me a minute’ hand movement waving her to a chair. Finally done, he turned to her with his full attention and asked what he could do for her. 


     “I would like to ask you a few questions about one of your researchers, Doctor Aaron Dennis. As you probably know by now, he was killed on Monday, along with his friend Jenny Marx, a fourth year student here.” 


     “Yes, tragic, so tragic,” Carmody said. “Aaron had so much to give to the field of medical research. His interest lay in the suppression of biological warfare, for all sides, and he couldn’t tolerate the thought of any of the super-germs that were popping up in different places on the globe. Aaron’s response was to immediately begin searching for cures for any of the man-made diseases that were  killing people.” 


     “I can imagine that he sometimes crossed the line with government officials. Were you aware of any situation that might have caused someone to want him dead?” 


     “I know Aaron was murdered, but I don’t know of anyone who would want him dead, or might profit from his death.” Carmody was very forthcoming, a quality that endeared him to Maude, but as usual she looked a gift horse in the mouth, wondering if it was going to bite her later. 


     “How did you feel about Doctor Dennis?”  


     “I loved that dear boy. He really didn’t report to me or anyone else here on campus, but he did pay me the courtesy of keeping a schedule that I could depend on. I knew there was a problem when he didn’t come in to work on Tuesday. You see, he told me he would be back then, from his vacation.” 


     “What about Jenny Marx? Was she in any of your research classes?” 


     Carmody thought about that for a minute before saying, “Jenny Marx was a fourth year student. She was a chemistry major, and very intelligent. There were a few times I saw her here working out a formula, but she didn’t have classes with me. You see, the chemistry students are not part of this program, and I seldom get near the lab.” 


     “But she came here sometimes?” 


     “Yes, and I finally determined she was here to see Aaron. It took a while for me to understand her interest, but it became clear later when the two of them started being an item. They were never officially seeing each other, because we don’t encourage that sort of thing, but those who knew them saw their attraction to one another.” 


     “Do you know of anyone who might have wanted to hurt Jenny?” Maude asked quietly. 


     Carmody considered his answer, “She wasn’t really well-liked. Too smart, I heard someone say once. It was just in passing, but I did hear it. Just that.” 


     “Any idea who might have said that?” 


     “No, I’m sorry, but it was in passing, in a crowd of people.” 


     “Is there anything you can think of that might help me find their killers?” Maude asked at the end of an interview. 


     “No, but if I think of anything, may I call you?” 


     “Of course. Here’s my card. Call me anytime.” 


     The interview over, Maude went to find Joe, and discovered he was three-deep in a conversation with two pretty women. She gave him time while she lit her second unfiltered of the day at the smoking table. Four of the same people were there as the day before, the ashtray full of burned butts, confirming that smokers came out often to light up. She exchanged pleasantries with them, but they avoided eye contact with her afterwards. A suspicion began forming in her mind that someone had put the kibosh on employee free speech with the homicide detectives. It wasn’t the first time she had encountered it. Usually the one who put out the order was a public relations person trying to stop bad press for the business. 


     “I don’t expect you folks to say anything that would get you fired, but if you don’t cooperate with the police, there are warrants that can be filed for the information, causing personal distress and inconvenience. The sooner my job is done here, the sooner I’m gone from your business, but see here, the murder business, no matter how unpleasant, takes precedent over any of your personal objections.” She hoped they didn’t call her bluff, but in for a penny, in for a pound. 


     Heads nodded around the table in understanding, their reluctance to accept Maude now gone. All four starting talking at the same time about the professor who had been killed, what he had been like, who had fallen for him, but more to the point, who hated him and wanted him gone. The general consensus was that Aaron Dennis had few enemies, but he had some scorned women in his age category who had been more than upset when the doctor began pursuing a student.   


     One of those women had been Professor Bledsoe, a married woman who even at forty something believed Doctor Dennis should have flirted, should been attracted to her. Those at the table giggled a little at the idea, but they all seemed to have a smidgen of sympathy for the woman. 


     “It’s hard to find a single man over thirty in academia who wants a woman his own age. Most of them are like Doctor Dennis, they are looking for the youthful girl-woman who will make him feel forever young, as though the years he spent in medical school without affection can be erased.” 


     “But even so,” another said, “Detective Rogers, the very idea of killing the man is out of the ballpark here. We are women looking for companionship, we aren’t looking to count coup.” 


     Maude thought about all she had heard, and said her good-byes, hoping to find Joe and get off campus in time to get back to the motel before dark. She felt in some ways that the trip to the university had been successful, but as yet hadn’t figured out where the success lay. The RA in the fourth year dorm was still missing, her possessions left to be boxed and kept for a period of time as Jenny Marx’s room would soon be packed away. 


     Jenny’s campus room was plain with few embellishments. A few small picture of her with similarly dressed girls lined her dresser, and a jewelry box with cheap earrings and bracelets stood in the shelter of a pennant from the university. Her clothing was clean and sparse consisting of a few school outfits among empty hangers on the closet poles. Maude looked it over, wondering at the lack of family keepsakes. 


     “Maude,” Joe began later as they were returning to Rhodes County, “This guy Spillar. Do you think he was involved in the killing?”  


     “I don’t know for sure Joe, but he acted like a man who didn’t want to talk for fear of saying the wrong thing. He also sounded scared. My opinion? Yeah, he knows something. When we get back to the motel, I’m going to find out where he lives and ask him that question.” 


     “What about Lilly Ann? Where does she figure in all this?” 


     “There’s another blank. I don’t know. I can’t fit it all together. Don’t seem to belong together. The person who abducted her knew who she was, knew she had a connection to me. It was personal.” 


     “Almost sounds like someone from your past, but he’s locked up tight.” 


     She looked at him sharply as he echoed the words that had been going around and around in her mind since last night. “Don’t be foolish Joe.” 


     They rode quietly for most of the trip, both detectives lost in thought. Joe had been thinking about his kids for most of the trip, wishing they gave a darn about him, wondering how he screwed up his life so badly. Work had consumed him for a long time after the boys were born, and Sheila had complained for a while. Then she said no more, until the day she told him she was leaving and taking the kids to her mother’s place in California. Since that time his life had gone through stages. First deep depression, then it got better, and he tried to forget his ex-wife and center his attention on the kids.  


     After a while it became clear that the kids were happier without him, and the depression came again. Currently, Joe thought, my kids live with their mother and have no place in their life for me. It’s a sorry situation. 


     The motel room came into sight, a welcome end to their trip. Jesus Jones had charged the county a lesser rent while the two detectives were out of town, a fact that was a common response from the industry. The rooms were kept for them without any changes. Maude went into the office and asked him if he had seen the man with the round glasses any more.  


      The motel owner/police aide shook his head and said “No, he hasn’t been back here.”  


     “Well, if you see him again, would you let me know immediately?” 


     “I will, immediately,” he answered, brightening considerably with the thought of being her helper again. 


     “Joe,” Maude asked, “How about we get some food?” 


     “Okay by me, and then I think I’ll look this town over again. There’s a nice bar downtown called the Water Dog. Cold beer and good burgers. Want to go?” he asked. 


     She thought about her options and decided to take Joe up on his offer, stating, “When we get there, make sure you don’t sit beside me or the women will think you’re dating the nursing home crowd.” 


     The night progressed quickly, with loud music playing and the bar overflowing with people young and old. The gin was flowing, with Maude slinging back a few until her head began to feel buzzy. She stopped with the one in her hand and asked for her tab, deciding she needed to get up the next day and get some work done. Joe was a few beers happy, dancing with a pretty girl to the music of a country band. 


     She tapped him on the shoulder and quickly said, “Partner, I’d going back to the motel to get some rest and to think some, try to put this thing together. Maybe call up that Spillar jerk and see if he’ll talk. I suspect he’s running scared. If they tried to kill him once, they’ll try again.” 


     The night was cloudy, with the cold air chilling her body from head to toe. The coat she had wasn’t really warm enough for low temperatures; it was more of a fur lined blazer with a hood. She stumbled out of the bar toward the truck, wondering if she had too much alcohol to drive safely. Her last drink had been a half-hour earlier, and though she felt okay, Maude was a stickler about drinking and driving. She called the Sheriff’s Office and discovered that Ernest was working the night shift. 


     “Ernest, nice to hear your voice. If you’re working tonight, how bout swinging by the Water Dog and giving me a ride back to the motel. I’ve had a few drinks, and although I’m pretty sure I’m okay, I don’t want to take any chances driving.” 


     “Yes ma’am, I’ll be right there,” he said, a smile in his voice. “You can wait inside, and I’ll come in and get you.” 


     “Not necessary, I’ll be sitting in my truck. It’s red, in case you don’t remember.” 


     “Yes ma’am, be right there.”  


     “I’ll buy you a cup coffee if you want it.” 


     “No ma’am,” Ernest replied, “I’m probably up to my chin in that old black coffee Ray brewed. My head already feels swole up like a basketball.” 


     Maude laughed to herself. I love that boy. His good-natured, helping attitude was what drew her to him in the beginning. Add to that the young man’s down-to- earth approach to life’s problems, and the sum total of Ernest Garrison was too much to be ignored. 


     She was sitting, thinking about the victims that were found on Edwards Bay, trying to put some meat on the bones of the case. The small amount of evidence leads nowhere. Ernest told me about finding the boat drifting around Jackson Park. It was the boat that the Armours had reported stolen. Crime scene technicians dusted it for prints and searched for blood or other body fluids but there was none found. Professional cleaners seldom slipped up. 


      The coroners/medical examiner’s report arrived by email that morning from Sheriff Jack. The female victim had been sexually assaulted before she was killed. Tearing of the tissue around the vagina indicated forced penetration, and a residue of seminal fluid was found in her cervix. DNA testing was in progress at this time. More information would be forthcoming as it returned from the lab. The murder weapon was described as a blade-approximately six to eight inches in length, rectangular in shape, approximately ½ half inch thick, width about one inch-penetrating the left lung and abdomen.  


      The male victim’s cause of death was a large caliber bullet. Two shots had been fired in succession into the left orbital cavity; either slug could have been the cause of death. Bruises and abrasions on the victims face and head consistently matched the pattern of the butt of a large caliber pistol.  


     Quickly Maude picked up the old report from the coroner on the murder/robbery victim from the jewelry store heist over a year ago. The wound penetrations matched the ones on Jenny Marx. An unusual weapon, a rectangular blade, but thick, so no blade. A sword? No, the wrong shape for a sword. She liked the coroner’s suggestion that it might be a chisel. 


     When Ernest came around to the truck, Maude had sobered considerably even though her blood alcohol was probably over the legal limit. 


     “So you don’t want coffee, how about food? Have you eaten?” 


     “Well, no ma’am I haven’t, and I could use a little bite. That Denny’s across the street has good scrambled eggs and sausage. We could go over there for a spell if you would consider my company.” 


     “I would consider it a privilege to have a bite with you my friend. Only, I’m buying, since I have an expense account and I don’t expect you do.” 


     “No ma’am, I sure don’t.” Ernest had a family to raise, and Maude wasn’t about to add to his money problems. 


     “Well drive us over there. I need to ask you what you found at the resort. I haven’t taken the time to get over there. Didn’t think I needed to since you were going.” 


     The restaurant was about half-filled with late night party goers and sobering drunks, the raucous laughter and hearty appetites overpowering the waitresses’ ability to do their job well. Maude was content to order coffee while Ernest ordered food from the menu. While they waited for his sausage, eggs, and grits, their conversation returned to Edwards Paradise, the resort where the victims had last been alive. 


     “What was your impression of the resort and the people you talked to?” Maude asked. “Tell me what you think.” 


     “Well,” Ernest began, taking a sip of his water. Maude could tell he was nervous, being in the hot seat. She sat patiently drinking her coffee, her unfiltereds lying in the lower pocket of the blue blazer she wore. They called to her, but the conviction to not smoke called just as strongly.  


     “Well,” Ernest began again, red-faced with embarrassment, “The room them two stayed in was nothing fancy; just a big round bed, a mirror on the ceiling, and a little bathroom about the size of one of them cubicles in an office. Surprised me, I thought it would be all gussied up.  


     “Anyway,” he continued, between bites of sausage. “There wasn’t hardly any clothes in the room, or any kind of suitcases, just a coat in the closest for the lady, and some cufflinks and a pair of pants for the man. Seemed like there should have been more. No jewelry or money. Nothing. Real strange, almost like someone had picked up the good stuff, and just left the other.” 


     “Go on Ernest,” Maude said, agreeing him.  


     “Well, I talked to the maintenance man, but he didn’t have nothing to say except he was off that day when them two left to go out on the lake. Seemed a little too quick to cover his heels, you know, like he might have been afraid I would wonder what all he did that day.” 


     Maude nodded, understanding the cop’s instinct for wrong-sounding excuses. She remained quiet, not wanting to break Ernest’s train of thought. 


     “There was a man in the office, nice fellow, gave me the keys to get in the room so I didn’t have to ask the cleaning lady. The man told me he had made a statement already to Lyle, the weekend deputy who went over there when the Sheriff sent him, wanting to know what had happened. I asked him if Lyle had been in the victim’s room and he said, “No, there hasn’t been anyone in there.” But I swear, there was something fishy about no stuff being there. At least a suitcase should have been in the closet, but there wasn’t one. Anyway, I didn’t call him a liar or nothing, just wrote down what he had to say. He didn’t seem to mind saying it twice, you know, after he’d talked to Lyle first. 


     “One of them cleaning women was kind of young, about twenty, and she didn’t speak much English, but I asked her if she saw the victims, and she said she did. I asked about their stuff from the room, and she just looked at me like she didn’t understand, but I believe she did and was just ignoring me. 


     “I pulled the sheets off the bed and took them to the lab people, figured they might want to check to see if anything went on in there like a party. You know what I mean.”  


     He blushed again. Maude found Ernest’s respectful behavior especially endearing considering the work they had done together . 


     “Is that all?” she asked quietly, watching Ernest finish off his plate of five pancakes. 


     “No ma’am. Not quite. I found out what kind of car they drove there, and looked around for the keys. They was in her coat pocket. When I found the car, I got a shock because it was one of them low, Mercedes convertibles, new model too. That’s another reason it don’t make sense they wouldn’t have more stuff in the room. That car is expensive. Can’t believe he’d drive up in that pretty brown car and not having nothing nice to wear. 


     “Miss Maude,” he continued, “Did them two have billfolds or any kind of identification on them when we found them?”  


     Maude shook her head, even though she knew that Aaron Dennis paid for the boat with a credit card, and it was found near his body. He probably had a wallet somewhere else. 


     “They must have left all that in the room, but then where is it?” Ernest asked. “It wasn’t in the car, cause I looked it over from top to bottom, even though I wore my gloves.” He said, darting a look at Maude, reassuring her of his ability to follow evidence rules. 


     “Don’t frustrate yourself, Ernest. I believe like you, that some of the victim’s personal items were taken from their room, whether it was by the resort staff or by someone else. People traveling an hour and a half from home don’t go without nice clothes, some nice jewelry, plenty of cash or a packet of credit cards.” 


     “Whew. I sure thought I might be barking up an empty tree with my suspicions. How we going to find out who took the stuff?” 


     “Leave that to me, Ernest. You can go along with Joe and me when we make the big score. Plenty of time, even though it has been almost a week since we found those folks out there. Ernest, you’ve been good company and mighty nice, coming to my rescue, but I believe I am okay to drive now. It’s been a long time since my last gin, and I feel sober as a judge. If you’ll take me to my truck, I’ll free you up for the rest of the night. We’ll get together tomorrow for a little detecting, that is, if Sheriff Jack is alright with that.” 


     “Yes ma’am, whatever you say. I’ll be ready to go, if it’s okay with the boss.” 


     “First thing I’m going to do in the morning is to get over to see Jack, bring him up to speed on what we’ve found out. It isn’t much, but he needs to know it.” 


     “Yes ma’am. I’ll be ready.” 


     “Ernest, you think it might be possible to not call me ma’am so much?” 


     “Oh yes ma’am, uh, sure.” 


     “Thank you Ernest, now take me to my truck.” 


     “Yes ma’am. That’s where we’re headed.” Ernest said with a nod. 


     The rest of the night was calm and cold. The wind had settled and no longer blew through the tiny openings at the window frames of the motel. Maude didn’t care to sleep in a hot room and turned the heat down. Ernest’s words and the coroner’s report were going through her mind, circling around, and she was trying to make sense of it. She couldn’t imagine how a member of the killing crew would have been careless enough to rape the woman and leave the damning evidence within her. It wasn’t a logical move. 


     She hoped to get the lab reports and the DNA tests results before the weekend. All depended upon the resources of Sheriff Jack Fuller. It was his county, and his influence that would make the difference. She was thinking about that when sleep took her for a four hour hike through dreams of boats, bad men, and bloody hearts in boxes. The last part of the dream jerked her awake sweating, the cold motel room aside. Her pulse was racing as though she had been chased by wild dogs. Sleep was over for the rest of the night, and Maude put it down to the gin she had consumed earlier in the evening. She pulled up the one chair in the room, put her feet on the bed and dozed for the rest of the dark night. 


     Morning came as it usually did, finding Maude Rogers with too little sleep and too many worries. She wondered if in the long run there was a connection with cancer and lack of sleep. Seems there was always some new discovery, maybe she had heard it before.  


     The heat of the shower woke all the synapses in her body, stirring the nerves and pointing out to her pain centers that she was indeed alive. Arthritis was especially bad on those cold mornings in the dampness of the coast, the pinging nerves were sending messages all across her knees and hips while a few others  attacked the knuckles of both hands. Getting old was a shock. No one had been around to tell her it would be that rough. Grace, Maude’s mother, had died in her fifties, too young to have suffered much from arthritis or other joint pain.  


     The running dialogue of her common sense chimed in about that time. Quit whining! Doesn’t do any good, get the ibuprofen instead. Anti-inflammatories were the answer to that kind of pain even though it didn’t do much for a gin headache. You’d think I would learn, but I swear, I haven’t gotten any smarter in my golden years. 


     Coffee was ready in the pot on the nightstand, one of the real benefits of the  motel room. There was also a refrigerator to keep the occasional soft drink cold, or to freeze a bottle of gin.   


     She reminded herself to go to the liquor store before night; a replacement bottle was needed for sustenance. I guess I need to quit that too, along with cutting back on my unfiltereds. Dang. So much to do to get healthy then probably get shot. Make a better looking corpse though. 


     The coffee was hot and strong, just like she once liked her men, back in the day when she knew what to do with them. Lately, Bill Page had been reminding her that all work and no play was a bad motto to live by. He did on occasion tickle her memory of some time they had spent together in Madison after Robert Dawson was captured and locked away. Bill had stayed around awhile, taking care of her, pushing the wheel chair while she healed from some injuries that came from chasing down the madman who loved to kill women. The thought of Bill made her smile and she picked up the phone and sent him a text message before time could change her mind. Thinking of you, Philly boy. Watch your moving parts. Yours, Maude. 


     It was odd how the heart had worked within her, waiting until she was nearer sixty than fifty, then getting all soft around the edges for an old boy who seemed to be someone she had known all her life. She hadn’t realized how lonely her life was until Bill. They talked about the miles between them, all the way from Pennsylvania to Texas, and so far, there was no solution for either of them. He had grandchildren close-by, and his children were there too. What a conundrum. But my goodness, sometimes she sure missed his face. 


     Someone was knocking on Joe’s door and it was pissing him off, his head ached across the temples and mid-forehead where eyeballs extruded from his brain, or so it felt that morning after a multitude of beers the night before. The smell of coffee wafted under the cheap door into the room, reviving the heap that had once been a good detective.  


     “Coming Maude,” he croaked, wrapping the sheet around his naked frame, hopping to the door on the way to the bathroom. “Be right back.” 


     Even though there were times Maude seemed to mother him a little too much, there were these emergency ministrations of coffee and food that made it all worthwhile. After emptying a full bladder and filling the air with the foul odors of  old beer and strong urine, Joe washed up and quickly closed the bathroom door behind him, anxious for the hot coffee. When he first went to work alongside Maude, he didn’t understand the benefits of a good cup, but since that time she had made him aware of the necessity for strong, fresh brew. She always remembered to add some milk and sugar for him, an add-on that pleased him immensely. 


     “We have a lot to do today, partner. I told Ernest we would pick him up if the Sheriff okayed it, and head out to that resort. There’s been some goings on there that we have to get straightened out, so drink up, and first we’ll head to that Denny’s for breakfast. Think you can eat?” 


     “Maybe” Joe said, finally coming alive, shaking the headache. “Wow, I drank a lot of beer last night. Danced a lot too. You should have stayed. A fellow looked a little like Bill Page came in about midnight. Least he did to me.” 


     “I suspect that girl you were dancing with could have looked like Bill Page or his sister to you about that time. How did you get back?” 


     “Caught a taxi. Cost an arm and a leg, but I didn’t want anyone I was drinking with to drive me home. So it was worth it. Don’t remember coming in the door, just remember sleeping with my clothes on till about three in the morning when I got up and pulled my boots and jeans off.” 


     “Be still my heart.” Maude said. “You must have been a tempting morsel, drooling at the mouth, hair in your eyes, no boots or jeans on, smelling of sour beer. What girl wouldn’t swoon.” 


     Joe ducked his head and flushed, agreeing with Maude’s assessment. “Yeah, you’re right.” 


     “The reason I’m right is I probably described myself except for the part about pulling my boots off. I slept in them. I’m not proud of what I’ve been doing, and need to cut back on my drinking; you know, before I get old.” After saying that, she looked sharply at Joe to see if he was smirking, but to the young man’s credit, he kept a poker face, concentrating on emptying his coffee cup. 


     The restaurant was crowded with the early morning trade, people headed to work and mothers getting a light breakfast after getting the kids in school for the day.  The tables were mostly full, or in need of cleaning, but they managed to find one out of the way against the wall. Maude went to the bathroom while Joe stayed at the table, waiting for the waitress to bring coffee and menus. 


     The mirror reflected what she knew was the truth, a tall, thin woman with some age on her, ratty gray curls all over her head, and blue eyes that still worked without glasses. The black slacks she wore were without wrinkles and fit her frame well, meeting at the waist with a long sleeved white button up knit blouse with a collar. A dark blue blazer accented with black pulled it all together along with the black boots that were a part of Maude Rogers’ persona. The boots had low heels, with a walking sole made for active women. 


     She wished for a tube of lip color, but settled for lip gloss to coat her dry mouth with moisture. She was as ready as she was going to get. Ahead of her there would be people who would hate her on sight, and some who would feel nothing for the policewoman doing a job. 


     Maude believed herself to be plain. Most of the time she would readily have chosen that people see her as professional woman instead of a pretty one, but she did have some vanity.  


     “Well, quit dawdling and primping, you have work to do,” she said aloud, startling the woman who was leaving one of the cubicles headed to the wash basin. Maude decided not to explain, but to let the woman decide if the instruction was for her. 


     “Dang, Maude,” Joe said when she returned to the table, “I thought I was going to have to come in there and pull you out, maybe you fell in.” The time weary joke worked well for him, kindling the sparkle in his green eyes. “I ordered breakfast for you, a surprise.” 


     “Thank you Joe. This place has good breakfasts. Ernest and I came here last night, talked a while, and he ate. Glad to know you were worried about me, willing to save me.” 


     Joe smirked, his cheerful attitude returning after a poor start. “Here for you, partner.”  


     Maude’s phone pinged, a sound that alerted her to a new text message. She removed it from the inside pocket of her blazer and checked the print out. ‘Thinking of you too Maudie girl. Wish you were here or I was there. All parts working fine. Bill.’ The message brought a smile to her face, a fact that didn’t escape Joe. He knew instinctively the message came from someone she cared about, probably Bill Page. He decided to use the ammunition later, when things got slow. 


     “Say Maude, have you been in touch with your niece? Wonder how she’s come along since we left her?” 


     “Thought I would call a little later, talk to her mother first. Jean will tell me if Lilly Ann is in trouble. I told her to set up some counseling there at the university, but that girl is a great deal like her aunt. She may dig her heels in and refuse help. I really hope she shares all that with someone, but time will tell. I may have to insist, and I will, but only if necessary.” 


     “That would have been a frightening thing. As it is, how are we going to track  her abductor? Any ideas?” 


     “Not really, Joe. You have any?” 


     “I may have. Give me a little time to work on it.” 


     “He was trying to get to me, but why? And why take her if he wasn’t going to follow through with some terrible catastrophe for me or for her?” 


     “Maude, it’s like I told you earlier. This man knows you or knows of you. Purely personal, didn’t want to prove anything more than the fact that he could throw a giant rock into your smoothly running machinery-a power play. I studied many similar responses from criminals during those years I worked the behavioral unit of CID. My guess is that he will be back to give you an even harder lesson. Someone may get hurt, or even die the next time.” 


     “I want Lilly Ann out of his reach, but she won’t cooperate. She’s buying a gun, and going to the firing range. Plans to get a concealed permit, maybe an open carry. Darndest thing. I hope it hasn’t turned her life around for the worse. Of course, owning a gun is not the worst response she could have, as long as there is training that comes with the weapon. I will insist on it; otherwise she’s going to have me breathing down her neck.” Maude’s face was set in determined lines, her need to protect Lilly Ann greater than her desire to be the sweet aunt. 


     Ernest was ready and waiting for the two detectives when they drove by the Sheriff’s Office. Ray said there was nothing going on, so he could handle things till Ernest got back or if there was a problem, Sheriff Jack had said to call Lyle to come in and work. Lyle being part-time, he liked being able to work a few more hours every now and then.  


     Maude asked them if Spillar was still around or had he tried to leave town. She was assured that the man was at home; his truck was parked in the garage. Ray knew because he had peeked under the door, a very unprofessional thing to do, but it was effective. The garage was old like Spillar’s house, and it had a two-inch gap at the bottom when the door was closed.  


     Ray said Spillar’s wife had been calling in to work for the last three days, complaining of a respiratory condition. She said the whole family had it, but the deputy knew the people in the house weren’t sick. They ordered pizza late in the evening, and had it delivered through the back door. 


     “That’s a recipe for tragedy,” Maude broke in. “Especially with that little boy in the house. We need to get the suspect in here, and make him tell us about the killers; who they are and why they shot him. Otherwise, he may not live very long. Ray, you go back in the daylight, and try to get Spillar to tell what he knows. Make him understand that he’s putting his family at risk. I doubt if he’ll listen, but the kid deserves our best efforts, so try.” 


     “Yes ma’am. I will, but let me check with the Sheriff before I run off half-cocked.” 


     “I wouldn’t want you to do anything else. I’m headed by the house, need to check in with Jack, so wait a while before you call, or go there. Don’t want to crowd him too much. He might try to get up and run the show, which from what I hear about his condition that might just be his last time to run anything.” 


    

      


    


  




  

     Chapter 13 


     Jack was sitting in a chair on his closed-in porch. The sun shined through the glass windows, warming the inside of the room. He invited Maude and Joe out on the porch, and motioned for Ernest to drag up some more chairs. 


     It didn’t take long to bring the sheriff up to date on the news since there was so little of it. Maude felt she was letting him down. He quickly assured her that no, that wasn’t the truth of the matter. Professionals were harder to catch, but when they bit on the hook, they got caught just as tight as the amateur who made a dozen mistakes during a crime spree. 


     When Maude mentioned the resort and the reasons for the trip, Jack nodded  that he agreed with them, and said that there was something mighty screwy about the victim’s room. He knew the maintenance man on the resort property was a short timer; his job had begun in July after the last fellow in his job moved on to another company. Jack said he had met the new man and found him to be very reticent to talk about his previous addresses. 


     Leaving Jack’s house, the three law officers loaded in the Rhodes County vehicle, and Ernest drove to Edwards Paradise. The manager, Phillip Pettigrew, a tall man with a large belly, greeted them at the front desk with a questioning expression on his face. 


     “I thought you folks were through here,” he said. “How do you expect me to rent the place if the guests see cops at every turn?” 


     “Sorry for the trouble, Mr. Pettigrew, but we’re investigating a murder,” Joe said. “We may be here several times. If your clientele are concerned, tell them you pay taxes, and get good police response.” Joe was eyeing the cleaning woman who came down in the elevator. “We need a list of all your employees, and their phone numbers.” 


     “I gave that same list to another deputy already.” 


     “Good,” Joe said, “It should still be handy.” 


     Pettigrew nodded, but it was obvious he felt put-out. Joe thought he would go ahead and drop the bomb. “We will be investigating some of your staff for theft, maybe even worse.” 


     There were two maintenance workers, the supervisor and the flunky. Of course that wasn’t the assistant’s job title, but Joe knew how stuff rolled downhill. Lowest man got the crappy duty. It was a way of life that carried into business. The maintenance supervisor was a fat man who had trouble bending over. He huffed and puffed with each step. Joe considered asking him if he was okay, if he was having chest pains. His name was Hector Brown, and he had been employed at the resort for five years. He seemed to be on good terms with the rest of the staff, even grumpy Mr. Pettigrew smiled back at the fat man’s greeting before speaking.  


     “Hector, these are law enforcement officers working that homicide case, you know the two people we had in room 409? Please answer their questions quickly and get back to work.” 


     “Yes sir,” Hector said, “I already talked to one deputy, but whatever you say. You folks want to come in the office?” 


     With a nod at Pettigrew, the trio left the resort desk and followed Hector, noting how he managed to be light on his feet even carrying all of his bulk. Huffing and puffing, he took them by elevator to the basement and continued on until they reached a door at the end of the corridor. Pulling a key from his pocket, he opened the door and waited until all three officers entered and were standing before his desk. 


     “I don’t have but two chairs,” he said. “Sorry, no room to put more in here. As you can see,” he said, between huffs, “we have a small office. Next door is the tool room where we keep furniture and fixtures as well as parts for toilets and doors, the most abused items in this business.” 


     Joe insisted on standing, but Maude seated herself across from Hector Brown and began to talk. 


     “Were you working Thursday through Monday of last week?” She asked. He replied that he took the weekends off, so he wasn’t on the job Saturday and Sunday. He said his helper was on duty for the weekend, as well as for part of the week-day schedule. He was on call, but didn’t have to be at the facility on a 24 hour shift. 


     “This fellow,” Maude interjected, “your helper, what’s his name?”  


     “Ma’am, he has a funny name. Hard for me to pronounce, so I call him Bud. Real name is spelled Wo-jo-hoitz. First name is Theopoles.” 


     “So, Bud is a new employee that you supervise. Is that right?” 


     “Yes ma’am,” he replied, eyeing her intently. “Do you think he had anything to do with all this?” 


     “We’re questioning all the employees about their work schedule during the time the victims were in residence. Don’t be alarmed.” Maude didn’t think Brown was feeling alarm at all; she thought his reaction had more to do with self-preservation. “Back to Bud--how long have you known him, Mr. Brown?” 


     “About four months, since he came to work here. Never saw him before he showed up ready to go to work. Pettigrew hired him on the spot when he came looking for a job. We had just lost a man in this section, and I was pretty desperate.” 


     “Is he a good worker?” This from Joe. “Does he come to work all the time?” 


     “Oh yeah, he comes in when I tell him to be here.” 


     “Friends?” 


     “Just one. A cleaning girl, Perla Suarez.  She doesn’t speak much English, but a good worker. Came here about the same time as Bud.” 


     “Was Perla working the same days as Bud?” 


     “Matter of fact, she did that weekend. Why? Do you think they have done something?” 


     “Just need to know. Can you bring them in here, one at a time? Then you can leave.” 


     “Good thing. I have some work to do on the second floor.” Hector Brown struggled so hard to walk the corridors Maude couldn’t imagine him actually doing physical work. “Okay. Be careful.”  


     The first of the employees to come through the door was Perla Suarez. She appeared frightened, wringing her hands. Maude indicated that she should sit down. The woman was young with dark hair, good skin, and soft brown eyes. Those eyes kept darting back and forth between Maude and the exit door of the  room. 


     “My name is Maude Rogers. I am a homicide detective. The people who stayed in room 409 were murdered, and I am going to find out who did it. Perla, what did you do with Jenny Marx’s property?” 


     Perla became agitated, shaking her head back and forth in denial of the accusation. She managed to look very guilty, keeping her head low, refusing to look at Maude. “No, Perla is a good worker. Perla has madre y padre in Mexico. Send money.” 


     “Yes, Perla, I understand, Jenny Marx was about your size, and I figure you saw her nice clothes and decided to take them from the room.” 


     The woman started crying great tears of remorse that rolled down her cheeks. “He say I can have dresses and earrings. He say no one cares.” She started the water works again with loud wailing, the sounds of a woman losing everything. 


     “What did you take, Perla? Where is it?” 


     “In locker. Come, I show you,” she said eagerly, wanting to rid herself of the offensive items. 


     “Perla. Who was the man who told you to take the things from the room?” 


     The woman started to cry again and began trembling. “My friend,” she whispered. “My friend, Bud.” 


     “Ernest, you think you could go with Perla and get the items she took from Jenny Marx’s room?” 


     “I believe I can do that.” Ernest replied. 


     “Joe,” Maude said, “Will you bring that fellow Theopoles Wojohoitz in here. We’ll call him Bud to make it simple. And Joe, use caution with this man.” 


     “Okay, Maude. Will do.”  


     The assistant entered the room reluctantly, dragging his heels, a sullen expression on his face. He didn’t seem afraid, mostly pissed off. Maude sat still, waiting to see if he was going to try any kind of violence. He could be the murderer for all they knew. In fact, it was likely he killed Aaron Dennis and Jenny Marx with the idea of robbing them, and taking the doctor’s car. 


     “Joe, you want to start this?” 


     Realizing that Maude was showing her trust in him, Joe nodded and turned on the audio of his phone. “What is your name?” He asked. The man said nothing. Once again, “We’re police officers, please identify yourself.” Still, Bud refused to answer and bit his lip as he searched the ceiling with frantic eyes. 


     “Why did you kill Aaron Dennis and Jenny Marx?” 


     The man opened his eyes wide, his expression changing. “No. I didn’t kill nobody.” 


     “Well at least you can talk,” Joe said. “Now, tell me about robbing the two murder victims. We know you planned it, the girl told us it was your idea.” 


     “Yeah, well maybe I took some of their clothes and credit cards, but I didn’t kill nobody.” 


     “Mr. Wojohoitz, you showed up here in July. Where were you before that?” 


     The man was silent again, but Joe had already seen how to get a response from him. “What prison were you in before you came here looking for work?” 


     Maude shifted for a minute, giving Joe a surprised look. She rolled her eyes and nodded, admiring Joe’s technique. 


     “I, I was in Angola for five years. But I done my time, and got out on good behavior.” 


     Joe wrote in his notebook, catching his breath. I had no idea before I asked the guy about being locked up. I threw a rock and hit a guilty dog. 


     “What did you do that got you five years?” 


     The sullen man answered, “Assault, burglary, and criminal trespass.” 


     “All of those?” 


     “Yeah, all of those. But like I said, I got out on good behavior.” 


     “So did you live in Louisiana, or were you passing through? That name of yours isn’t usually associated with bayou country.” 


     “Yeah, I lived there with my mama’s grandma. Grew up on the river bottom. Never had nothing that wasn’t a piece of crap. So I got tired of it. Stole some things from a house that I thought was empty. Turned out it wasn’t. The man that lived there shot me in the foot when I tried to run away and kept on shooting, trying to kill me. Grabbing at his pistol to stop him from shooting me again was what caused the assault. The butt of the gun hit him in the head while we were wrestling. Little did I know the fool had a silent alarm, that’s how they got me. That and my bum foot.” 


     “You’re lucky it was your foot.” Joe said. 


     “That’s what they tell me. Didn’t feel lucky at the time. Still don’t.” 


     Maude caught Joe’s eye. “Mr. Wojohoitz, can you give me any good reason we shouldn’t think you killed those two and then robbed them?” 


     “I didn’t do it. Killing isn’t my thing. I’m a thief, not a killer.” 


     “We’ll see about your history, and then we’ll talk some more. Where’s the stuff that belonged to Aaron Dennis?” 


     “The sullen look was back. It’s in my truck.” 


     “Dang, man, no wonder you get caught,” she said. “Keeping stolen stuff in your truck has to be the stupidest thing I’ve seen a thief do in a while. Joe, would you put some cuffs on this idiot? Take him out to his truck, and confiscate the evidence.” 


     Maude thought about the victims found on the grass lined waterway. With her emotions under control she considered the guy named Wojohoitz, trying to put him there. He was off work, so getting there would have been easily done by stealing a boat. He was a good-sized man, though not extra-large as they had supposed one of the killers might have been. He needed money, and someone must have paid a large sum to the killers. She and Jack believed there were three killers involved. The maintenance guy could have been one of them. On the other hand, he might be a thief and only that. 


     They took him back to the Sheriff’s Office along with the girl who kept glaring and sprinkling epithets in her conversation. The man, Wojo, as Maude  preferred calling him kept quiet, as if an epiphany had occurred in his head, making him realize he might have already said too much. 


     Joe was feeling good; he had helped bring Wojo in by getting him to talk about his history. There was a chance the assistant had been part of the killing crew, and if that was true, the rest of the criminals would not be far behind.  


     Maude on the other hand was trying to reconcile the huge boot prints with Wojo’s size eleven shoes. But, there were three in the killing crew, so maybe one of the others was the big man. She had given herself a headache while thinking, and her knees were giving her fits. Something about the dampness of the coast made living with arthritis a more painful situation. 


     She called Jack, and gave him an update on Wojo, wanting his opinion. He didn’t give it, just listened to her and said “Congratulations. There are others who will make the determination if Wojo is guilty, all you could do was bring him in and get him printed and tested. His DNA should match up with the lab’s testing on Jenny Marx, otherwise, we have a thief and a thief only.” 


     There was one more situation that needed looking into—that guy Spillar. The family lived in a rent house at 900 Chicon Street. The neighborhood was a mix of drug sellers and users in the midst of families that had too much invested in their homes to leave them. Some months Jack or his deputies would be in neighborhood once or twice a week to arrest someone for aggravated assault or burglary of a house or building. 


     The front yard of the suspect’s house was trashed. Cans and bottles littered the ground, and the wind had blown pizza cartons and paper cups against the once fashionable brick siding. A child’s toy wagon was filled with beer bottles, the pull handle rusted and broken preventing their delivery. Maude took Wojo with her, his hands cuffed behind him, his mood sullen as he assessed the property. 


     She knocked on the door, her weapon in hand, not sure of what she might find behind the entrance. The wait seemed a long one while the occupants of the house made themselves more presentable. Maude kept Wojo out of the view of Spillar, hoping for a surprise. Finally, the door opened a crack, and Maude stuck her shield at eye-level with the looker. The door opened a little more, allowing the person with the door knob enough visibility to fully see Maude. 


     Spillar stood there, his leg in a cast, evidently there was a broken bone involved with his gun cleaning accident. “It’s you. What do you want?” he whispered. “Go away unless you have a warrant.” 


     Maude pulled Wojo out in front of her, waiting on Spillar to react, and he did. “So who is this schmuck? Why the hell you bring him here?” 


     “You don’t know this guy?” She asked Spillar. 


     The man looked truly puzzled, “What the hell you trying to pull, old woman?” 


     Wojo stepped up, “Hey you don’t get to insult her, scumbag. She asked a question, just answer it.” 


     Spillar began closing the door, “Get a warrant the next time you want to bring one of your buddies to play twenty questions.” 


     He slammed the door but not before Maude saw the wife and kid inside the room, their faces tear-streaked. 


     Wojo began walking to Maude’s truck while she followed and eyed the traffic on the street.  


     “What was that all about? Who is that guy?”  


     The questions coming from the maintenance man would have to wait. At that moment a car was moving down Chicon very slowly, firing a pistol at telephone poles, headed toward Spillar’s house. Quickly Maude pushed Wojo to the back door of the truck and told him to get inside fast if he wanted to live. She climbed in the passenger side of the front and scooted over, keeping her head low, out of sight of the approaching low-rider and its occupants.  


     “Stay down, Wojo. They haven’t seen us yet. Let’s hope we can avoid trouble.” The car was close, intent on making the front yard its parking lot. Maude whispered to Wojo who was lying down in the seat. “I’m going to start the engine before they decide to come over here and break the windows, hoping to steal my stereo. So buckle up, we’re soon going to be leaving.” 


     She started the engine, eased the gas down, and steered into the road. When she had cleared the yard she let the hammer down on the truck and left the neighborhood in a hurry. The car didn’t follow them, but Maude called the Sheriff’s Office and reported gunshots had been fired.. Ray and Lyle were on the way, but would get there after the shooter was long gone. Maude knew her first responsibility was to keep Wojo safe until she arrived at Jack’s office. His hands in cuffs would be a catalyst for trouble with street toughs. 


     She was glad to see the county building where Ernest and Joe had returned in the four-wheel drive vehicle. Earlier they had dropped her off at her truck with Wojo, not understanding why, but not asking either. 


     “That’s a rough neighborhood and I’m sorry to see those folks confined to that house. At least they have burglar bars. Spillar is guilty as sin, and we’re going to prove it soon, but I hope there’s time to get his family to leave before the shooter finds him,” she stated. 


    

      


    


  




  

     Chapter 14 


     The mood at the Sheriff’s Office the next morning was light, for some believed that Wojo was one of the assassins, and the others would be captured soon afterward. Joe was hesitant as was Maude, but Jack had called the office and talked to his staff, informing them that the maintenance man had been arrested. Maude was unconvinced, but she kept quiet, waiting for lab results to prove or disprove some of the theories. 


     There were reports that needed writing and paperwork by the boxful to be completed with both agencies requiring information from Maude and Joe. An expense account had to be reconciled or the detectives wouldn’t be paid for their time away from home. A couple of small rooms were vacant in the building, and Maude set up her laptop in one and began writing. Joe had his iPad and used the other room. The deputies had locked Wojo in one of the holding cells and gave him a sack lunch of two baloney sandwiches, a package of mustard, and an apple. He was busy eating, but complained about the food.  


     The call came in about 10:00A.M. Shots were fired from inside 900 Chicon Street, and people in and around the front yard had responded with answering fire. A holiday for shooters it seemed. Going to that neighborhood two days in a row was not something Maude wanted to do, but there was no choice. The officers had to try to put an end to the violence. There were three county cars that sped off to the location, all officers armed with shotguns and personal weapons. When they arrived, the people in the yard disbursed to their homes or lairs, to whichever destination held the most safety from arrest. 


     All law enforcement officers used the cars for cover with Maude directing them to the side windows of the house and the front door. She and Joe took the back door and made their way under cover of the building and several red leaf  photinia bushes that bordered the yard. The shrubs were in their thin winter garb but gave some protection covering the officers’ furtive movements as they advanced to the back door. Maude remembered a deputy remarking that the Spillars had locked themselves in except for pizza deliveries at the back door.  


     The back yard was more of the same--trash had blown across the yard, and on the back patio, several trash bags stood against the siding, the plastic torn in several places where dogs, cats, or raccoons had searched for food. The smell of garbage was one familiar to man and beast. Maude avoided the bags and made her way to the wall alongside the back door, noting the burglar bars were still in place, but the door was open. Joe looked across the door at Maude and they both nodded, observing the evidence that someone had been that way recently. 


     Maude knew that rushing a door where gunshots have been heard is not always a safe play; however, there are those times where necessity demands quick action. Three people resided in the Spillar house: the rude, ambushing polecat, his wife, and their child. Strangely enough, dedication to the law would propel most sworn officers into the thick of danger to save the life of any person, even a man of Spillar’s character. 


     She also knew that if she survived another day, the spasms in her knees would be back with a vengeance from low crawling in the yard. The pain made her want to light up an unfiltered and hold it in her mouth, enjoying a last smoke as the bullets began flying. But the door greeted her, and she pushed it wide open and entered the kitchen weapon in hand as her eyes searched for armed shooters or victims of an assault. 


     In the corner of the room a figure crawled on hands and knees, bleeding out on the tiled floor. As Maude watched, Corrine Spillar collapsed and lay on her belly. Her blood was seeping from several bullet holes. She turned her head slightly toward the new person in the room, her dying eyes registering that help had come too late. Maude went to her and noted the big hole in the woman’s neck, a wound that should have already killed her. Corrine lifted her eyes one last time and stared at the small pantry door behind the side chair. She looked back at Maude with a plea in her expression. Maude nodded that she understood, and the mother breathed her last breath into a sigh. 


     Joe moved on to the living room, searching for bodies or armed men, and finding none, he opened the front door for the deputies to enter. He then began a cautious survey of the small bathroom whose tub had a curtain pulled across. 


      A dark shape could be seen through the thin liner and Joe called out, “Police, come out with your hands up.”  


     There was silence and stillness from beyond the curtain, no movement telling the tale. Joe move toward the curtain and jerked it across, weapon in hand. Carl Spillar sat in the bathtub, his body leaning against the shower handle, head flopped upon his shoulder with no visible sign of a mouth or chin, just his forehead intact. Spillar had been dead on impact for only a small amount of blood had pooled on the floor of tub. The man was naked, his genitals removed and wrapped around his right hand, a punishment Joe had not seen before in his forensic time with CID. He wondered what the symbolism meant. 


     Maude moved the side chair and began speaking in a low comforting voice, informing the little guy in the pantry that she was no threat. She hoped he would remember her from the night at the hospital. The door was hard to open. The hinges were old and rusted, and its hollow core was scarred from feet kicking it closed. The black shoe marks were tell-tale. A large bag of government packed flour stood in front of the bottom shelf and Maude had to move it to see the child hidden there, under a faded blue blanket. The boy looked at Maude and began screaming and reaching out to her, possibly remembering her from another time. 


     She took the boy from his safe place and held him, patting his back. He kept his eyes turned away from his mother lying on the floor. Leaving the kitchen as quickly as possible, Maude carried the boy toward the deputies in the living area. “When you call for emergency services, get CPS out here for this child. They’ll have to find his relatives-maybe a grandmother.” 


     No one knew what had started the gunshots outside. Maude assumed it was a group of young men wanting to get into the melee, hoping to make someone notice that they too had weapons and could kill. It was obvious that the shooter in the house had come to destroy the man and his family, but Corrine had protected her son as best she could. It must have been agony when the man was there and the mother was praying the child would not cry out from the pantry. 


     She continued to hold the clinging boy until the advocate from child protection arrived and took him away. Maude waved at him as he left. She made a promise to go and see the child before she left town. 


     “Joe,” she said in passing, “I’m going to search for some kind of communication from the shooter to Spillar. Pull his and his wife’s cell phone and see if we can get any numbers off them.” 


     “No cells, Maude. We.ve searched, but they aren’t here. Suppose the shooter took them?” 


     “How about their computer?” 


     “Not one here, but there are wires and connections.” 


     “Right now I should start cussing, but I found over the years that doesn’t help. Sound like he thought of everything, but there must be something he didn’t find. Send all the deputies along their way, I’m going to search this place until I find something. Appreciate it if you would stay and help.” 


     “What are we looking for?” 


     “Notes, instructions, receipt; any kind of communication that would point to the Edwards Bay murders.” 


     “Got it. I’ll start in the bedrooms.” 


     “Okay, I’ll start in the kitchen and meet you in the middle.” 


     The kitchen cabinets were covered in powders from overturned spices and canisters, a few dishes out of place, and some broken glassware lay on the shelves. The countertop was the same; disheveled items and broken plates caused by an impatient search lay in the sink. On top of the cabinets a thin layer of dust was all that could be found. The refrigerator freezer held some ice trays, while bottles of mustard, ketchup, and a jar of pickles, the things kids like, sat on the refrigerator shelves.  


     The trashcan was empty, its previous contents scattered on the floor along with a month old newspaper, some dried pizza slices, and a tiny man sitting in a plastic racecar. Maude picked up the toy and put it in her pocket before leaving the room. Corrine Spillar’s blood had cooled, beginning to darken. 


     The small dining room was an afterthought, a space added to hold a table and four chairs in the way that housing projects were often built. The ‘projects’ were the Federal/City Housing offered to low-and no-income residents of the city. The Spillars had to qualify financially to be accepted, thus Maude knew they had very little money. The man probably took the job working with the killing crew to make some quick money. It backfired on him and his wife, as those kinds of shady deals so often do.  


     She wanted to know what part Spillar played in the assassination. She believed him to be a bit player--he had appeared to be out of his league. His behavior at the hospital was not smooth at all, putting Maude on his trail. A professional would have had his story straight, built to gain sympathy from those asking. 


     The living area with its obligatory couch and chair faced a nineteen-inch television set against the wall. The window next to it was covered with aluminum foil to block the sun. Bookshelves on the wall were empty except for a few Sci-fi that had been turned inside out, the pages lying loose across the wooden shelf. A well-worn copy of Outbound by Sonya Craig lay upside down on the old shag carpet. 


     There was nothing to indicate Carl Spillar had had any contact with the killing crew. Maude wasn’t surprised, but she had been hopeful that something would have been found.  


     “Nothing, Maude,” Joe said grimacing, “but someone sure made a mess of the place.” 


     “I know. The kitchen’s a disaster. Let’s get out of here. Time to eat.” 


     “My vote.” Joe said, opening the front door to exit the house. 


     They chose a restaurant that boasted a salad bar and a sign that read: ‘All you can eat for $7.99’. 


      “That looks good to me, I’m starving. I missed breakfast, you know.” Joe rationalized. “It’s funny how we can see all that stuff and still be hungry.” 


     The restaurant was crowded, with some uniformed officers from the highway patrol, and a sprinkling of construction workers from the building across the street scattered about. The menu was everything a person could think of with waiters carrying cups and glasses to tables and taking soiled dishes away as the guests emptied them and went back for more. 


     Sitting at the table afterwards, the detectives talked about the last two days, of Wojo and the impact he might have on the case. They wondered if the slaughter at the Spillar’s house had anything to do with Wojo’s arrest. Maude didn’t think so, but she waited to see how Joe would play it. She had found that his instincts were good, and she liked hearing what he had to say about the cases they were assigned or stuck with. 


     “You know, Maude, I’m not too sure of Wojo’s connection to the murders. He’s a thief, no doubt, but I don’t really see him as a murderer. Do you?” 


     “Hard to say, partner, but my gut tells me he’s not. We have to play this out until the lab reports come back, but I don’t think he did it. Spiller pretty well convinced me of that. But whoever killed this family were part of a ruthless bunch.” 


     “I guess we’ll get some kind of validation soon,” Joe added. “You ready to go?” 


    

      


    


  




  

     Chapter 15 


     The day before his life went to the dogs, the big man leaned back with a longneck in his hand, a pleased smirk on his face. The screw-up was no longer a threat and he got what he had coming. The added insult, his prick wrapped around his hand as all screw-ups lived with their prick in their hand instead of taking care of business. It was too bad about the woman-I didn’t mean to kill her right off. Hoped to play with her a little while the screw-up watched, but it didn’t happen that way. She started screaming, telling the neighborhood the personal business in the house. Too bad, he thought, she had a nice body before I put holes in it. 


     The Econoline van had been empty except for him. He had borrowed it from the boss because his connection was tight and allowed for a few privileges. Like that girl on the water, now that was a benny. Leroy Thomas was loyal to any boss who paid him good money. He did what he was told, never overstepping authority, but a smart man had to be able to make decisions based on experience.  


     The screw-up’s death was one of those decisions. Getting rid of that liability had made him feel good. What a brilliant move; firing from the house into the house next door where a low-rider was parked. Within five minutes of the shot, the yard was filled with wanta-bees pulling their pistols; it took the pressure off, allowing him to finish his business and slip away. Smart moves like that were why the boss was paying him big money. 


     Searching the house had done no good at all; there was nothing there. A thinking man would have kept something to use for leverage, but not the screw-up. He was too busy being an ass to think ahead.  


     The day after the job it had been no dice finding Spillar at home. He was hiding out so Leroy had gone back to the park to find him. The stupid screw-up had left his pick-up parked in plain sight, and started shooting at him. What a loser, making him use his spare gun. He had shot at Spillar, and then at that prissy woman. About that time the sheriff started shooting too. The get-away van was tucked away, and he ran to it, staying away from the lawdogs, but bullets came his way, so he popped off a round or two, and then got the hell away from the park. He thought he had put a bullet in the screw-up, but he might shot the sheriff too. 


     After parking the van in the lot of the motel, he had chosen to stay over instead of driving back to Houston just to pay his crew. He thought he would get some dinner, go to a bar, and bring some wild woman back with him. Have a little of his kind of fun. Tomorrow he had to be back home, get ready for his job the next day, working for the shipyard, the cover for his income. He had never worked for the boss before, but the money was good, real good, and the boss was about to discover Leroy’s talents for dealing with screw-ups and worthless trash. He had earned his reputation. 


     The motel was just his style, nothing glitzy, just clean with a decent bed and a coffee pot in the room. He always parked his van close to the room for a quick get-away. The owner of the motel was some half-breed that looked him over good, and he got it right back. The fool thought he could scare him into a higher charge, he had another think coming. 


     The lawdogs around town were just as stupid, couldn’t fight their way out of a paper bag. He’d heard that some out-of-towners were sticking around, helping out, but that didn’t worry him. They had no idea who he was or what he was capable of-they would certainly find out if they came after him.  


     Jesus Jones was up and at his business of running a motel, keeping his eyes open for the police, especially Ms. Maude. He was fond of her. She didn’t treat him like an idiot; respected what he had to say. He wanted to talk with her when she came back. Something about his new resident he didn’t care for. Meanwhile, he would keep his eye on him. 


     Jack Fuller sat alone in his house. Sarah was gone to the grocery store, stocking up on his favorite food-Captain Crunch. Ever since he was a kid and his daddy would buy a box of the sweet cereal, he had loved it. Usually took it in a sandwich bag for snacking-the best way. Sometimes he took his favorite bowl out of the cabinet, filled it up with cereal and milk, maybe more than once. That would be his meal, even if it was at night. Jack had never shared his obsession for Captain Crunch with anyone but Sarah, who always kept an extra box in the pantry. One time she told him it was something she did to show she loved him. 


     Jack had a King Edward, rolling it around in his mouth, enjoying the taste, intending on firing it later. Right then he was soaking up the porch sunshine. It was cold out there, but Jack was getting back to feeling good. His shoulder was healed enough to get out of the house and get back to work, but the surgeon had warned him it was too soon to be active. He could sit at the desk, but that was all. Jack had grumbled a little, but the idea of sitting at the desk was so much appealing than it was to hang out at home, gaining weight from indulging in his favorite snack. Tomorrow he would return to his chair in the Sheriff’s Office. 


     The puzzling part of the murders on the lake was the why of it. Why follow the victims out there, to chance getting cold and wet, when it would have been a simple thing to kill them in that cute little Mercedes, or sneak up on them in that round bed and blow them to bits? Now that was a question. 


     Ernest is coming around later to bring the reports so he can catch up. Maude called about the Spillars, and told me she was going by the hospital later to see the kid. I hope she didn’t have any trouble getting in. I figure I could help out  by calling Mary Ann Wilson, the lady advocate for kids who lost parents through violent crime. 


     That gave Jack something to do for a few minutes, making him feel more useful. He sure missed working with Maude Rogers. Now that was one fine woman. Good-looking too, not that it mattered, but it was the truth. He had told Sarah all about Maude so she wouldn’t get any crazy ideas, but Sarah didn’t know Maude, and how concerned she was about doing the right thing. Might not be the proper thing, but it would always be the right thing when you put it up beside wrong. He was grateful that such a person was on his side, helping out with the crimes in his county. 


     This Wojohoitz fellow, somehow he didn’t fit the profile for that kind of killer, but sometimes they could surprise you by turning a corner. Jack figured he’d wait and see about the evidence and what it told them.  


     The cigar was finally lit, a treat the sheriff allowed himself once a day. He didn’t drink alcohol, but oh my, he did love his King Edward cigars. He was in the same position, smoking, when Sarah came home, loaded with groceries and a box of Captain Crunch. 


     The hospital was busy as it always was that time of day with people getting off work and going to see their friends and loved ones. Maude stopped at the desk to ask  the receptionists for the Spillar boy’s location. The man at the desk eyed his coworker, and relayed the information to her after seeing the instructions from Mary Ann Wilson. 


     Maude wondered how she was received so quickly, and allowed access to the room, but not wanting to question good fortune, she kept quiet and followed the directions given. The boy was on the 2nd floor, not a serious problem, more of a general welfare overnight stay. She found the door closed and knocked lightly before entering. The sad-faced little guy was sitting up in bed by himself, staring at the television screen’s animated program. When he saw Maude he brightened considerably. 


     “Hey Brian, I came by to give you something and I’ll bet you’ve been missing it.” She pulled the small car out of her pocket and passed it to the boy, and then waited to see if she had scored. 


      “Thank you. This is my toy. Where did you get it?” 


     “I just found it, and knew it was yours. I was looking for some other stuff while I was there, and your toy jumped up and said, “Take me to Brian.” She got a short giggle from the boy and was glad for her foolishness. 


     “What did you look for?” the boy asked, rolling the wheels of the toy back and forth on his hands.” 


     “Oh, just some papers your mom might have hidden before the bad man came.” 


     For a minute Maude thought she might have gone too far. Brian mentally retreated for a minute, saying nothing. Then he changed, and a kind of light came to his eyes. “My pocket in my blue jeans. Find them.” 


     She was confused, believing the child had another toy in his clothing and was asking for it. “You have a toy in your pocket and you want me to get it?”  


     He nodded his head vigorously. “Get my blue jeans.” 


     Looking in the drawers behind her that lined the lower cabinet took a minute but she soon found a plastic bag with the boy’s polo shirt and an old pair of blue jeans. “Here you go,” she said, hoping to give the child a little more pleasure. 


     Brian dug through his front pocket and brought out a handful of folded paper. “Here, my mama said it was a secret. But you can have it.” 


     Maude was dumbfounded. The folded papers were a map of a body of water and handwritten notes with a list of actions to be performed at certain times. The  information was what she and the assassin had both been searching for at the house, something that would tie Carl Spillar to the Edwards Bay murders, and thus to the man who killed him. 


     “Thank you Brian,” she whispered, over-come by the boy’s trust. “You’ve been a big help and I know your mama would approve.” 


     She was careful to keep the papers away from her fingers by pulling on thin gloves from the pouch she kept on her belt.  


     When the boy saw her with the gloves, he thought about it a while, then later asked, “Why you got gloves on?” 


     “To keep your mama’s secret from getting messed up.”  


     Brain sat for a moment and then said, “I heard the pizza man come to the door and Mama looked outside. She got scared and put me in with the groceries.” She said, “No noise, Brian. No noise. So I was real quiet. The pizza man made a lot of noise. I didn’t see him, but he scared me. Then I heard some loud stuff like balloon’s popping, and my mama crying. I started crying too, and then I remembered my mama said, “No noise.” I got real quiet. The pizza man opened the door, but I was real still so he didn’t see me, cause the sack of flour was there.” 


     The little guy was crying, his nose running as he snuffed for his mama. Maude sat with him a bit and told him how his mama was a hero, and had saved his life because she loved him so much. He leaned into her and cried for a while longer until the nurse arrived with food. 


     “You be good now, Brian. Maybe your grandma will be here soon to take you home,” Maude said. She hugged him one last time and left the child engrossed in the mashed potatoes and macaroni-and-cheese. Her kind of food 


     Later, after leaving the hospital, she thought about the kind of life the child would have with his grandmother. She hoped it would be better than living in fear while a man tried to kill his parents. The boy would have been cut off from all socialization with other children during those days. His mama must have been afraid for all of them, hiding the one piece of evidence that might save them in Brian’s pocket.  


     Maude called Joe and told him about the new information, giving him heads-up that she would be at the lab for a while, waiting for the fingerprint report to prove that Carl Spillar was involved in the murders on Edwards Bay. She didn’t have long to wait, for Spillar’s record showed a previous incarceration for assault. His prints were available immediately. The comparison by the technicians showed a flawless, index fingerprint on the inside picture of the lake. It was definitely Carl Spillar who had held the folded paper of instructions and studied it. 


     The detectives felt vindicated after believing all along that the shooting of Sheriff Jack was done by Carl Spillar. The connecting of Spillar to the killing crew cinched Maude’s earlier belief. Now all that was needed was to find the men who had raped and stabbed the woman and then pulled the trigger on Aaron Dennis.  


    

      


    


  




  

     Chapter 16 


     The motel bed looked inviting after a very long day, and Maude plopped down on its surface, intending to rest just for a while. Two hours later she awoke feeling very rested, but needing a cigarette. She had missed her after-lunch unfiltered, and it was almost time for the dinner smoke. Yea, she thought. I can smoke two in succession. 


     She had no idea where Joe was working, but she assumed he was with the deputies who worked for Jack Fuller. There were more cases than just the murder on Edwards Bay and the Spillar murders. Maude was content to stick with the big cases, letting the young men do the running for traffic and burglaries. The coffee pot was ready to plug into the wall because each time it was emptied she refilled it with water and fresh grounds. While it was brewing, she decided to use the phone and call a fast-food place that delivered. 


     The room phone had to go through the operator, or Jesus Jones, an inconvenient necessity, but Maude was in no hurry. She was content to wait for a while, even though when the coffee was made, she would stop whatever was going on and get a cup.  


       Jesus spoke cryptically, “Miss M, you remember that thing we talked about, you know with your truck?” 


     “No, Jesus, I don’t remember. But I want to order food.”  


     “Yes ma’am, I’m glad you remember. Yes, I can be right there and I’m glad you’re still interested.” 


     “Jesus, are you crazy? You’re talking in circles. I called you to order food!” 


     “Yes ma’am, I’m on my way.” 


      A knock on the door came quickly and there stood Jesus Jones, looking over his shoulder. He ran into the room, breathing hard from his exertions. “Jesus,” she said, “You need to get more exercise.” 


     “Miss Maude,” the man croaked, “I was trying to get out of the office and talk to you before he left.”  


     “Before who left, Jesus?  Has that young man with the blue Chevy been back?” 


     “Uh no, not him. This is somebody else. Something is wrong about this man that checked in after lunch. He’s not right.” 


     “Okay, Jesus. Tell me what you think, but I’m having my coffee while you do that, and I’m opening a window and smoking a cigarette, unless you think it’s safe to go outside?” 


     Jones was very nervous. The big man, the new resident, was in the office looking at brochures of clubs in town and the manager had made up an excuse to leave the office. He told the customer to go ahead and look at all the leaflets, that he would be right back. An old lady had trouble with her truck, and he needed to look at it for her. That was why the phone call had seemed so strange. 


     Maude nodded, agreeing with Jesus that sometimes police had to use subterfuge to get the job done. 


     “Tell me what there is about this man that upsets you Jesus.” 


     “Well, he’s sneaky-looking, got those eyes, you know, the kind that don’t have no sympathy for anyone, just pretends to care. And he’s so big, at least 6 feet 6 inches tall.” 


     “Wait, he’s that big?” She asked. Jesus was drawing her interest fast. 


     “Yes ma’am. He asked me about the police and what time they make their rounds in the parking lot.” 


     Maude sat up straight, thinking once again how she never believed in coincidences. The man they were looking for was big, and would be interested in police schedules, trying to avoid any run-ins with them, possibly hiding out from some active warrants. 


     “Jesus, you think you could point out whatever he drives, and keep him busy while I get his tag number?”  


     “Sure can, but he had to write it down on the registration paper this morning.” 


     “I have a few bucks that says he wrote down a bogus number. You didn’t check it, did you?” 


     “No. I don’t usually, I just expect people to write it down like they are supposed to do.” 


     “Well, if he’s a bad guy, he’s depending on that attitude from you, so don’t challenge him. Okay?” 


     “Uh, sure, I won’t say anything.” 


     “Well, meanwhile, I’m going to go out there and write the numbers down. Since I have no reason to hold him, I can’t stop him from leaving, so we’ll have to work fast. What’s this guy’s name?” 


     “Leroy Thomas, ma’am,” Jesus said, leaving the room, heading back to the motel office. “Oh yeah,” he said, turning back inside the door, “It’s that white Econoline van at the end of the parking lot, back there under the trees close to his room.” 


     “Of course it would be,” she said, “If he’s trying to hide out in plain sight.” 


     Maude forgot all about food, but she lit up her unfiltered, took a couple of drags off the burning tobacco, inhaled deeply then crushed the flame. 


      “I’ll be back,” she told her ashtray. 


     The window on the back side of the motel room had a loose screen, and with only a small amount of discomfort, Maude managed to scoot outside and land on her feet. She looked around, wondering what people thought about her  breaking out of a motel. It was almost enough to make her chuckle. She stayed low at the windows and made it to the end. Headed toward the parking lot, she ducked behind cars and trucks, grateful that Jesus Jones had a large clientele who parked their vehicles every day.  


     Maude was so intent on being stealthy, she didn’t see the round, gravel rocks  under her boots, and skated on them as they rolled, causing her knees to buckle. She moved frantically, arms akimbo trying to keep from falling. A 4x4 pick-up was in her path, the fancy, vintage hood ornament sticking up waiting for her to grab onto it. She began toppling forward, the ground threatening to come up and meet her, but, at the last minute, she grabbed the ram’s head with great force and broke it off the fancy truck.  


     “Oh well, I’ll make this good later, but no time now.” she said, leaning against the vehicle. Laying the shiny plastic down on the truck window Maude silently apologized to the absent owner and then continued on her way. The white van is in the shadows, the body of it covered with bird crap and dirt, not the van of an assassin. But then on the other hand, what better way to hide a vehicle. 


     Her small notebook was in easy reach, a pen attached to it for convenience. Maude wrote the numbers down, catching her breath before she eased her way to the van’s windshield. The inspection and registration stickers were faded, but she managed to get some of the information down before glancing up to find that the door to the motel office was opening. She moved back, keeping her head down until she was behind the van and could escape by using another vehicle for cover. 


     Jesus was right. Leroy Thomas was very large, with wide shoulders and steroid-driven muscles lining his arms and neck. He was bald, his head shiny in the sun, a turn-on to many women, but usually a cover-up by younger men for an early receding hairline. The man’s expression was dogged, his determination to succeed in the current errand obvious to onlookers. Maude hoped he wasn’t suspicious of the motel owner. 


     Leroy Thomas had been a big guy since he was twelve, learning at an early age that he could bully his way through many life circumstances, getting what he wanted by force without expending a large amount of energy. Now he took his time, never seeing the detective who was standing nearby in the cover of an oleander bush. He was mighty pissed at the scrawny, half-breed who had kept him waiting to go mess around with some old lady’s truck. It if happens again, he said to himself, he’s gone from this world.  


     Priding himself for being smart, even a genius, Leroy often missed seeing the forest for the trees. Had he seen Maude nearby, he might have figured out that his van was targeted. He could have easily acquired another vehicle or blown away the old lady detective. 


     To Maude’s relief, the bald man was involved with an inner struggle and passed her by, not seeing her departing shadow as she scooted away behind another vehicle. She silently gave herself a point and the big man zero. She hoped her good fortune remained until he had driven away. 


     As fate often jumps in and changes luck, the big man climbed behind the wheel of the van and saw Maude out of the corner of his eye as she was bent over near the front door of the beige Mazda sports car next to him. He met her eyes for a moment and realized danger lay there, but the genius within Leroy Thompson was sleeping, and the idiot that was awake saw an older woman with a bent back, trying to get in her car. He smirked and gave her the bird, the traditional three-fingered salute that nasty people sling at nice guys. Maude straightened, stared at the big man’s departing back and thought, some people seek an early death, and that bald fellow looks like a man who is ready to go. She thought she might oblige him if she didn’t have the shield and star in her pocket. 


     Later, she called Joe and asked, “Want a beer? I’m buying. Over at the Water Dog, that big fellow is holding court with the local folks, and I’m standing at the bar, keeping my eyes on him.” 


     “Maude, if he’s part of the crew that killed those two people, he’s a dangerous man.” 


     “That’s why I called my partner instead of my boyfriend to keep me company.” 


     “I’ll be right there Maude. Ernest can drop me off.” 


     The vacation she had hoped to take had been interrupted by Lilly Ann’s request for a favor, but originally, the idea of going fishing had prompted Maude to add to her traveling wardrobe. She now wore a large brimmed cap with a Seagram’s Gin logo, a button up oversized flannel shirt, and some sweat pants with paint across the front. 


     Tucking her hair under the cap was the piece de resistance, compelling her to look into the bar mirror and see herself as others did.  


     “Lord, what an ugly, skinny man,” she said, shrugging her flannel-clad shoulders. “But if it works, what the heck; it’s all for the glory of the job.” 


     “Excuse me, sir, but have you seen a good-looking woman with long legs and a bad attitude around here?” Joe asked, his eyes twinkling. 


     “None here but geezers and polecats,” she said slinging back a gin and tonic. “I’m about to light one of my two remaining cigarettes. Why don’t you find us a table?” 


     “Where is he?” Joe asked, turning toward an empty table near the wall. 


     “That’s him over there in the corner, sitting with two working girls. He’s spending a lot of cash.” 


     “And by the looks of the company he keeps he’s about to spend a lot more.” Joe added, sitting down with his back to a wall. 


     Quickly Maude brought him up on the latest about the big man. She found her partner to be a fast responder to new information. He didn’t waste time asking unnecessary questions.  


     “Maude,” Joe said, “you ran the plates. What did you find out?” 


     “Plates belongs to B&G Transport Service in Houston, a large import/export company; lots of money, power, influence. The van our boy is driving was recently sold by B&G to a contractor, along with five other older model vans. The Texas Highway Department knows nothing of the sale, so the tags haven’t been changed, but B&G have no dog in the hunt. Nothing we can use to arrest the big man. We haven’t been able to get in touch with the contractor to determine anything about the drivers of the vans. She’s out of town at a business conference. 


     “Driver’s name is Leroy Thomas, served time in the Harris County jail for assault, but the victims dropped the charges. They said in the beginning that Thomas was abusive, had slapped them around in bed. Later, they let him off. Maybe he scared them quiet.” 


     “So we have to do this the hard way.” Joe had his mouth full of beer but his brain was working overtime. “Sooner or later, he’ll slip up,” he said, swallowing, “we just have to be there to catch him.” 


     At about 11:00 o’clock, the bar was jumping, and Maude was getting weary. The bald guy was getting drunker by the minute, and the women who sat at his table took full advantage of his generosity with drinks. It was easy pickings for the two, and they came through like champs. 


     The two detectives had about decided to leave, and drive by later, when the bald man made his move and rose from the table, signaling for the tab. Both women got up to leave with the big man, but he pushed one back, refusing her company. Maude became alerted to the stranger’s roughness with the woman at the table, but the working girl only laughed. She knew she had made a killing on the drinks. 


     The other woman was blonde and pretty in a petite, baby doll way, and kept her shoulder under Baldy’s arm to support him. They moved on outside, toward the van. The drunken man hailed a cab and left the parking lot, leaving the van behind. 


     “Joe, I hope he’s going back to the motel where we can keep up with him. Too bad he didn’t get in the van and start the engine. We could have taken him to jail.” Maude was thankful she had quit drinking after the first gin and tonic. Driving sober was a necessity, even when following a criminal.  


     “I wish those lab reports would come back on the victims,” she said, off-handedly. 


     “Oh, I almost forgot. They did. Haven’t see them, but they’re at the sheriff’s office. Sometimes hard to know who should be taking charge of evidence with us down here, visiting, but needing to know when the new stuff comes in. Don’t feel right taking over.” 


     Maude nodded, understanding the dilemma Joe was having. She had it too, but it was easier for her, because barriers had never meant much unless they were holding back water. When a report came in to the Rhodes County Sheriff, Maude claimed it, making sure it went to Jack Fuller after she read it. If the information had nothing to do with the recent murders, she backed off and left it all for the deputies to sort out. 


     “Do you see that cab, Joe?” 


     “No, sorry.  I lost it back there.” he said, pointing behind them. 


     “Darn, keep your eyes open. Did you get the cab number?” 


     “Yeah, number 339. I’ll call the company, and see where the driver posted his drop-off.” 


     Revving her truck, Maude began a faster pace, searching the streets for cab 339, believing the man inside was trying to lose them, possibly compromising the driver into cooperating. 


     “Cab dispatch reports that the driver of the cab hasn’t been in touch after leaving the bar. Their GPS shows the car is in the 500 block of Jones Road, and it isn’t moving.” 


     “Let’s see if we can sneak up on Leroy Thomas before he gets away.” Maude was getting really pissed off having to chase the big man. She felt like such a fool, believing him drunk when all the time he must have been aware he was under surveillance. Maybe he wasn’t as big an idiot as he acted. 


     The cab was upside down, the door and window glass splintered or broken out of the frames and smoke was coming off the motor. Water poured from the radiator, indicating it had been hit. Maude looked for movement from the car, but there was none that she could see in the darkness.  


     “Joe you got a flashlight?” She whispered. 


     “No Maude, I don’t carry one on my blue jeans off duty. Lucky I have my weapon.” 


     “Okay, you take the left side of the car, and I’ll come up behind on the opposite side.”  


     “Right Maude, got it.” 


     Weapons readied, the detectives used the darkness to approach the cab, l and looked inside the front and the back. The cab driver lay still on the ceiling, his neck apparently broken The seatbelt was undone, hanging from the seat. There were no signs of passengers in the back of the cab.  


     “Joe, we’ve been had. Thomas and the woman got out of the vehicle some time ago. I wonder what happened to wreck the cab.”  


     “Looks like he might have been asleep, went off the road, flipped the car.”  


     “Stinking scumbag might have helped the driver into dreamland just to have a little fun with the cops.” 


     “Maude, he keeps coming up from the piles of crap smelling like a rose. Without the coroner’s report on the cabbie, we have nothing on Leroy Thomas, other than he’s an ass. I hope that girl knew what she was getting into with him.” 


     “I figure she learned pretty quickly, but he wouldn’t let her get away. She may have had some mysterious accident too.” 


     “I’m beginning to wonder why he ran,” Joe said. “We had nothing on him, unless he was afraid we might find something at the Spillars that would lead back to him. 


     “Dangdest thing, this cabbie dying,” Maude said thoughtfully. “Poor man, he was just doing a job.” Maude felt badly for him; it never made sense how evil people could stir such havoc for the rest.  


     “Guess the devil started it all when he decided he was too pretty to be a regular angel. Been killing and maiming the innocent ever since,” she added.   


    

      


    


  




  

     Chapter 17 


     Emergency personnel came quickly and claimed the body of the cab driver after the coroner had ruled him dead. A couple of crime scene technicians were at the scene, gathering information about the crash, and Maude recognized them from the Spillar’s murders scene. They nodded their hellos, but none stayed long after determining the crash was straightforward. There was nothing to report except the slick roads from the evening’s mist had caused the driver to lose control of his car. 


      Maude and Joe loaded up in her truck once more, and headed for the sheriff’s office. She wasn’t content to wait until morning to see the lab findings on the semen in the girl, and the lead and casings from the Spillar’s house. First, she examined the one that mattered most-the reports on the female victim. The findings were consistent with the DNA testing that had been done earlier on Wojo. They matched. It seemed to be proof-positive that not only did the maintenance man steal from the victims, he also raped, and killed the girl. The news should have been great, but it was a blow to the two detectives investigating the murders.  


     Maude was exhausted and told Joe she was headed to the motel and if he wanted to go, he could, but otherwise, he could get a ride back on his own. Joe asked if she was going to stop and eat. Maude thought about the last time she saw food. The bowl of popcorn at the Water Dog was all she had tasted since breakfast. It was almost 1:30 A.M., too late for dinner, too early for breakfast. 


     “No, I may get some of those chocolate donuts from the office vending machine, but I don’t want to eat anything heavy this late. Besides, my stomach is messed up from all this murder and violence. Makes me wonder how I got into this line of work anyway. Women are supposed to be the gentler sex, raising kids and being a wife. Seems all I do is raise hell and stay married to a job. Danged Wojo. He had me fooled.” 


     “Me too, partner, and I spent some years profiling criminals. Wojo doesn’t fit the pattern. Besides I thought you said Spillar didn’t recognize him?” 


     “Yeah. That’s what I said. You staying or going? I have to get out of this truck, and into a bed.” 


     “Drop me at the Water Dog. Nothing here to keep me interested. Say Maude, would you mind if I spent a little time with your niece? She seemed to trust me after that incident, and it makes me feel good to have a woman believe in me. My wife used to trust me, and then she quit. Said I was welded to the job. Mostly, I think she never loved me.” 


     “Joe,” Maude said yawning, “Lilly Ann is a lucky girl to have you interested in her. No, I don’t mind a bit, but understand, I won’t be your gossip girl, or go-between. You have to make it on your own.” 


     “No problem.” He was happy at the thought of seeing Lilly Ann. Her helplessness after being abducted had really made an impression on him. She had turned to him, leaning on him for strength. He had dated another girl in Madison for a while, but one thing led to another, and they lost contact. Nobody’s fault, really. But he was lonely, and needed someone in his life again. Maybe it wouldn’t be Lilly Ann, but maybe it would. Anyway, Joe was content with a dating opportunity. She lived a long way from Madison, but maybe when her schooling was over, they could find some time for one another.  


     Maude drove the truck toward home, watching for the bald polecat. She knew he had played her, and he must have really enjoyed doing it. She wouldn’t underestimate him again. She drove by the Water Dog, but the parking lot was empty. The van was long gone.  


     Joe looked across the parking lot of the bar, remembering where the big man had parked the van. The empty slot made him mad, really mad. They had let the big man get away. He looked across the truck at Maude and said, “What do you bet he’s left town?” 


     “If it was a bet, I’d say a buck on him still being here. He isn’t scared of us.” 


     “You don’t believe Wojo is the killer, do you?” 


     “I don’t know. The DNA evidence against him doesn’t lie, but my gut tells me one of our killers is that big man named Leroy Thomas, and he’s not working alone in his strategy. Maybe he and Wojo are part of the same killing crew. If we can get in that van, we might find something to use against him. As things go now, he has a record, but we have no evidence against him and can’t legally search his vehicle.” 


     “Aren’t there statutes that insist new owners of vehicles must register them in their own name?” 


     “There are, Joe, there are. Also, because the alleged owner is out of town, we can legally protect a citizen’s property rights. We can ask Leroy Thomas to let us see the owner’s authorization to drivers of the van. If he doesn’t have it, we can search the van as a possible stolen vehicle. Sounds like a job for Ernest Garrison. We need to call Sheriff Jack in the morning and get his agreement.” 


     Joe changed his mind about partying and went to his room. As they drove in to the lot, they spied the parked, white van. Its outside was unchanged by traffic mishaps. A good drunk driver crash would have been too much to ask.  


     “Right now, Joe,” Maude said sleepily, “I’m going to call Jack and then my bed is going to feel my backside. Bring me coffee when you come to the door, or don’t come over.” 


     “Okay, Maude.” Joe said in the middle of a yawn. “Good night.” 


     Morning came too quickly. She awoke feeling stiff and sore, her knees aching from the activities of the night before, the pain in random joints a reminder of her age. Each time the notion hit her to retire before being eligible for Social Security and her pension from the City of Madison, the thought of working elsewhere became depressing. She didn’t know anything else, and she was good at her job. Thank God for ibuprofen, and other over-the-counter pain killers. 


     A phone call later, Jack agreed with sending Ernest to approach the van driver. He added that Ray Black could ride along since the driver was such a big man and a known misdemeanant. The sheriff was going to be in the office most of the day, and could take care of the phone calls and requests from citizens. He assured Maude he would be there if anything went down. 


     She checked her cell phone for missed calls and found two. One was from her friend Alice in the communications section at work, and the other was from Lieutenant Patterson, wanting to know when she and Joe would be back. He said that two or three days were all he could give them and then they had to return. Maude grimaced, understanding, but not liking the pressure. She figured to wait and tell Jack the next day, giving him an extra day of rest. 


     Calling Alice served two purposes. She missed seeing her friend, and her friend could bring her up to speed on the recent events. The woman in dispatch who answered the phone told Maude that Alice was off for the day with a newborn grandchild, but would be back the next day. Maude sighed and ended the call, planning to call again the next day. 


     The abduction of Lilly Ann was heavy on her mind. There was just no sense of purpose in it. The girl wasn’t injured, or sexually assaulted, nor was she particularly hard to find. The whole kidnapping seemed more like an adolescent’s or child’s prank to get attention. A small rumbling had begun in Maude’s lower tract, the reaction to anxiety not full upon her yet, just tickling the edges of her awareness. She quickly dismissed the thoughts that had begun, refusing to anticipate more trouble. Lilly Ann had wondered if maybe one of her old boyfriends who carried a torch had arranged the whole incident. Maude’s stomach settled as she decided to believe as her niece did. 


     Jack was in his office, working on the backlog of documents accumulated during his absence. He raised his eyes and gave Maude a smile, indicating she should sit and talk. Joe grabbed the spare chair, and leaned back, chewing on a toothpick from Denny’s. The sheriff’s attitude was much better than when Joe had first met him in the hospital. The pain in his shoulder had become a vicious ghost, visiting during the night hours, waking him from sleep. 


     There was noise from the holding cells in the rear of the building, some clanking of doors and a loud bam that Maude attributed to the big man, Leroy Thomas’s, work.  


     “What’s he hitting?” She wasn’t really concerned, but thought it polite to ask. 


     Jack smiled, indicating by his hand movements that it was nothing she should be concerned about. “He’ll grow weary soon. Funny thing about big men-they don’t like small spaces. We have often listened to the like of Mr. Thomas in the throes of defiant expression.” 


     “I take it he had no authorization, and you are holding him until he can prove that he didn’t steal that piece of crap van?” 


     “Uh-huh, although Mr. Thomas has a little more to worry about than just that aspect. He has to talk himself out of the one ounce bag of marihuana we found under the floor mat. Funny, he’s damned if he does, and damned if he doesn’t, pardon the old adage, but if he says the dope belongs to someone else, then he must have stolen the van from the rightful driver, however, if he says he has authorization from the owner, then he lays claim to the dope. It is a conundrum for Mr. Thomas.” 


     Maude laughed for a minute and then sobered. “Jack, I think he’s the shooter, the one who killed the Spillars, and at least one of the victims on Edwards Bay.” 


     “But, what about this guy Wojohoitz? The lab found his semen in that woman. It puts him there. Not only did he have opportunity on his day off work, he also had motive to steal their possessions.” 


     “True, but there’s no violence in his jacket, nothing except a theft conviction. No sexual or other assaults. Also, I told you about running him by Spillar. They had never seen each other.” 


     “Maude, I’m an old timer, grew up in law enforcement, learned most of what I know from watching and being amazed at the evil in people. I also learned to respect the instincts of a fellow officer of the law with the pinging in his head saying something’s not right. Now, I am no longer amazed at any evil the human mind can come up with, but I still trust the judgment of a good cop.” 


     “Thank you, Jack. That’s refreshing,” she replied. 


     Joe had been silent up to then, listening to the conversation. “You folks know I’m new at this game, but I spent a lot of time working with profilers sent by the Feds, and from what I’ve studied about ritual murders such as the woman’s pony tail being ripped off, and left hanging on a tree, that fellow Wojo doesn’t have the stuff to make that happen. The killing and raping of the victim was awful, but the ponytail had a significance that goes beyond brutality. The killer was sending a message of humiliation, either from himself, or from someone who hired him. My thought is that Thomas is a hired gun, thinks he’s brilliant. He has a tough façade, but behind it, he’s the typical bully, scared of making a mistake and getting his butt whipped. So he was following orders when he killed the girl.”  


     Jack looked at Maude who shrugged her shoulders. “Son, he said, you don’t say much most of the time, but when you do have a mouthful trying to get out, a fellow could benefit from listening.” 


     “I believe he means you may have a point, Joe,” Maude said dryly. 


     “Thanks. To further load your ears, if we can hold this man long enough, someone may try to get him out of jail, or they’ll try to kill him to shut him up. We might be able to use that to get him to talk.” 


     “So charge him with as much as we can, you think?” Jack asked. 


     “Yes sir, I think so,” Joe answered and sat back against his chair, content to listen. 


     “Then we shall have to do just that,” Jack agreed. 


     Sitting in jail had never been Leroy Thomas’s favorite thing to do. In fact, the last time he was locked-up, he nearly went nuts trying to get out. He wasn’t sure what they had on him, some story about his van not belonging to him. The dumb deputy that arrested him was out patrolling, and saw the van parked at the restaurant. He noticed the tags were out of date, and wanted to give him a ticket for it, but there was a problem in the ownership. Now Leroy he was in lock-up while the dumb-ass deputy tried to figure his butt from a hole in the ground. 


     The ex-con knew the van wouldn’t give them anything to hold him for, it was clean. He had picked up the little blonde and took her on a ride. She was a real loser. Knew how to service men, but didn’t understand her right from left. She was on her knees on the floor for a while, and when the cop came, she jumped up and tried to get out of the van, but the door was locked.  


     Parked in front of the fast food joint could have been more than embarrassing for both of them if the cops had seen what she was doing down there. As it was, they could imagine but couldn’t prove anything. The dumb deputy said the girl could go, since she was a passenger and lived in town, but he told her he had his suspicions about the way she made her living. 


      What none but the girl (and especially not Leroy) knew was, when she was on the floor, and cops were on the way, she tucked her good-sized baggie of Hawaiian Gold Marijuana under the floor mat. 


     They tried to be tough, both of the A-hole deputies, talking big being together, but they didn’t know who they were messing with-no one ever got the best of Leroy Thomas. Theirs would come. 


     Sitting on the hard mattress Leroy went through his memorized phone list but most of the numbers were for hookers, or men wanting to get in his business. Only one name was taboo, and you can bet, he wouldn’t ever get it confused with the others. 


     There was a lawyer lived around the lake. He’d met him at a gun show buying a little, old, thirty-eight special for his wife. Lawyer was a sleaze, but he had given out his business card. If only he could think of the shysters name. Boggs, yeah, Boggs was it. Ben Boggs. The jailer must have a phone book, he could look him up. 


     “Hey jailer, come here. Guard, come here, I want my phone call. I got a right to a phone call.” Leroy’s voice was loud, and he knew how his words carried. Scare them some-make them sit up straight, listen to a man. 


     “Sure Leroy. Be right there, but you get just one call. Sure you want to waste it before you know if we intend to hold you? You know you said it was all a mistake.” Dumb Ernest, that was his name. Stupid hick. 


     “Okay, but what about some food. You got me early and my stomach’s empty. At least you can feed a man,” he yelled. 


     “Yes sir, Leroy. We have a little old sack lunch for you, but you been making a lot of noise back here, so it might be a while, that is unless you can be a little quieter, and let me get through this paperwork. Then I can find where they keep the bags.”  Ernest was definitely the bottom of the barrel as far as lawmen were concerned, but he’s in my control, Leroy thought. Think I’ll wait till tomorrow to get that lawyer. Might waste a call. 


     “Alright, the big man said, I’ll make it quieter because I’m going to be napping back here. Don’t wake me except when you bring me that sack lunch.” 


     “Yes sir, I will be real careful to do that.” Ernest said, grinning to himself. Maybe he was good at working in the jail after all. Playing dumb was a game that inmates usually got over on lawmen. Seemed fitting that he had turned the tables. 


    

      


    


  




  

     Chapter 18 


     Theopoles Wojohoitz had been called many names in his life. Stupid brat, stinking kid, dumb Cajun, and S.O.B. were some, but he had never been called or thought of as a murderer. It took him by surprise when the policeman came and gave him the paper that began, ‘Greetings from the State of Texas’, then went on to say he was being charged with the felonious and brutal rape and murder of Jenny Marx. Wojo, as the lady cop had called him, felt the insult in his bones; that someone would think he could do murder. How was he supposed to have kept himself in an erect state long enough to rape someone? His wife had complained about that problem just before she ran off with another man. 


     He asked to speak to Detective Rogers, hoping to get her to listen to his story again, and help him find a way out of the mess. He was sitting in a locked cell with no company, just a loud, mean man in the next cell and he wondered about what he could do, since he had no money for a lawyer. 


      Detective Rogers had one of the deputies take Wojo out of the cell, and put him in a room with a real bathroom, plus she brought him a cup of hot coffee and let him sit down at her table. 


     “Tell me Wojo, what is it I can do for you?” Maude asked him. 


     “Ma’am, I didn’t kill no one and I didn’t have no sex with but one woman, and that was the cleaning girl. You know, Perla. You remember her?” 


     “I do, Wojo,” Maude said nodding. “I remember her. Pretty girl.” 


     “Well, what can I do to prove I didn’t have nothing to do with that murder, because it’s a mighty bad feeling, being charged with a crime I didn’t do. I know I stole those things, but I didn’t do no murder, and that’s the truth.” 


     “Let me do a little more investigating then we’ll talk. Right now, I have a job that might help your situation. It could be dangerous. Are you interested?” 


     “I am plenty interested. Just tell me what to do.” 


     “It requires you to be a snitch.” 


     Wojo was quiet for a while, thinking. Then he looked Maude in the eye, “I’d rather be called a snitch than a raping murderer.” 


     “Okay, she said, refilling his coffee cup, “Here’s the deal. That big man in the cell across from you is a bad actor. I think he’s done some bad things lately but he seems to be real smart. He won’t slip up while he’s talking to lawmen, but he might start bragging to you. That is, if you don’t act like you have any interest in his case. It has to be quick, before the press gets wind of your situation. Don’t give him any information he can use on you. Do you understand how important that is?” 


     “Yes ma’am, I do. What if he jumps on me?” 


     “We’ll do our best to see he doesn’t, but it could happen. That’s the dangerous part. You have to be willing to go all the way, or it won’t work. You may even need to wear a wire. Could you handle that?” 


     “Umm, I think so. Never did it before, but I could try.” 


     “Wojo, if you mess up this guy will kill you. You must understand that’s the kind of person we’re talking about.” 


     “He might try, but maybe I can stay out of his way. I want to do it.” 


     “We’ll set it up,” she told him. 


     Maude could hardly wait to relay the news to Joe, Ernest, and Jack. At last, maybe they had caught a break. She believed Wojo, and knew that he was sincere. She feared for him, snitching on a man who might be an assassin, but it was a risk he was willing to take.  


     Jack made all the arrangements with the highway patrol to borrow the equipment from their stockpiles of technology. They would need a listening device and the recorder for Wojo to wear. Ernest and Joe put their heads together, and with the help of the other night guards, worked up a plan to get the big man into the same cell with Wojo for a period of time.  


     All the involved officers knew the value of secrecy in the plan. Putting a prisoner’s life on the line, and protecting him was difficult at best, but the worst was unthinkable. An idea came from the sheriff who decided to paint the cells one at a time. He said there was an inspection coming from jail standards in about three weeks, and he wanted to present a good picture. Jack broke the news to the deputies at the same time he told the people in holding. 


     The plan had to be put into place quickly, before Leroy Thomas was arraigned. After that, he would no doubt have a lawyer show up to place his bond, releasing him from custody. The press hadn’t found out that the lab reports showed Wojohoitz to be the rapist of Jenny Marx, a situation that could become volatile at any time. That night after Wojo spoke to Maude, she told him there would be no more contact between them until the sting was over. Any slip to Leroy would make him wary of Wojo, and result in a bad situation. 


     The officers who worked in the building and had communication with the men in holding crabbed and moaned about the idea of fresh paint getting on their uniforms. Most of the complaints were legitimate, for there would be paint on everything there before it was over. 


     Leroy complained very little that night, content after his huge sack lunch to see what tomorrow might bring. He was confident that his release would be quick and painless. He slept well that night, speaking very little to anyone. 


     The next morning the holding area of Leroy Thomas had been designated as the first to be painted. Both inmates were assigned to the one cell which Wojo had previously had to himself. The big man was moved after having been told his room had first priority for new paint, and he smirked at Wojo, letting the smaller man know that he, Leroy, was being shown preferential treatment by having the chosen room for prettying-up. The man was a prideful narcissist who believed the world revolved around him and all who mattered should recognize his importance. 


     Wojo, on the other hand, was quick to oblige, having been fitted with the tiny transmitting recorder during the night before. He wanted to get it over with and get about doing his time for the crime he had committed. He also hoped to see Perla Suarez again very soon. 


     The next morning after Leroy was locked in with Wojo it became apparent to officers that the big man intended to bully Wojo, taking the best bunk and gobbling the best part of the smaller man’s breakfast. Maude was set up to observe the behavior of the men even though they couldn’t see her.  


     She noticed the big man had begun making the cell rules and expected Wojo to clean the trash away after the meal was done. He had also become talkative, trying to impress his roommate. Leroy believed that all who knew him, envied him, including the smaller man whose bunk he now used. 


     The relationship between the two was a picture of jail life in reality even though Wojo was playing a part. There were always the ones who used heavy-handed tactics to get what they wanted from smaller individuals. 


     Alienating the inmate was the next part of the plan, to make it appear to Leroy that the thief Wojohoitz was marked, and disliked by staff. The deputies began making comments to the two men about Wojo smelling bad, and being a thief, therefore he must be a liar. They also insinuated he had mixed-blood and didn’t know his daddy.  


     During all the set-up, the remarks meant nothing to Wojo, but Maude knew  that a too-long exposure to false information could influence negatively. In other words, too many insults and Wojo might start believing they were real. 


     Before long, Leroy Thomas in his privileged position, began to notice the way Wojo was being degraded by the officers, and started a phony pep-talk to the smaller man, trying to cheer him, to gain his trust and loyalty. He began a soothing conversation, giving Wojo the benefit of some of his past experiences with screws, or jail guards. Leroy was in touch with the glorified man that was himself, and never considered that he might be played. 


     Wojo began showing disdain for the officers in front of Leroy, making snide comments about what he would like to do with them, especially the female that worked on the night shift. He admitted to Leroy that he had never done such a thing, but he was really fed up with being treated badly. 


     The day went by and the night shift came on, with both men in lock-up insisting they should have heard the reasons they were in jail. The night guards responded courteously to Leroy, but were surly to Wojo, adding insult to injury.  


      Maude returned from a long afternoon sleep at the motel, relieved Joe, and took up vigilance on the interchange between the two men behind bars. It was late at night, and the female deputy had just checked on the men, when Wojo made his first break through. 


     “Man,” he said. “I would like to slap her down and ram her from behind.” 


     Leroy Thomas, teacher of Wojo, spoke softly, “I’ve done that.” 


     “What? What do you mean?” Wojo whispered. 


     “I had me a little blonde honey, slapped her down and rode her hard.” 


     “Aw, you’re just trying to make me feel bad,” This from Wojo. 


     “No, for real,” Leroy said, stretching the significant muscles in his thighs. 


     “Yeah, for real”, he repeated. “A few days ago. Out on the lake.” 


     Maude sat up straight, making sure the equipment was functioning, and listened. 


     “What did you do?” Wojo sounded excited, admiring. 


     “Cut the shit out of her, but first I rode her hard. No woman can get away from me. You want this guard, we’ll get her.” 


     “What was she doing on the lake?” The small man was slavering, envious of Leroy, a thing that did not go unnoticed by the big man. 


     “Having a party with her doctor lover.” Leroy laughed, “She felt good, young, fresh. Got paid for it too.” He bragged. “Good money and got me a naked woman. Cut her and shut her up after, just like I was supposed to. For good.” 


     By this time the whispering was lower, the sound on the recorder still acceptable, but Maude could tell Leroy was excited, remembering.  


     “What if somebody saw you or you got caught? It would be bad.” 


     “I won’t get caught. Fixed it up with the help of a little Mex girl I know. Took a few bucks that she wanted to send to mama, but she saved me a present from her boyfriend. He’ll get burned for it, not me.” 


     “What kind of present? A knife?” 


     “No, you dumb breed, a used rubber, a condom, you know. Didn’t you ever use one?” 


     At that point, Wojo couldn’t listen any more. All that had been said up to that moment meant play-acting, but the talk about his girlfriend, and her betrayal became more than he could stand. He went to the bars and yelled for the guards “Come get me, I got to take a crap.” 


     The words, “Give it a rest, convict. We’ll get you when we get you,” came out of the front office from deputies playing their part, yet they realized that the small man might have been at his breaking point. 


      Maude intervened and told the officers, “Get Wojo now, he’s losing control.” 


     The door opened, and one of the bigger deputies put his hands on Wojo’s arm, jumping back when the inmate struck out blindly with his hands. 


     “Hey inmate,” the officer said, “Are you trying to assault me?” 


     “Just get me out of here. I got to go right now.”  


     He was frantic. The man in the cell who was bragging about raping and killing a woman was guilty of the crime laid upon Wojo’s back. The big man and the cleaning girl together had framed him, transferring his semen from a used condom into the dead woman. 


      The laughable part, if there was one, was the braggart had confessed his crime to the person he had tried to frame. The idiot within Leroy Thomas had been fully awake and orating overtime.  


     Theopoles Wojohoitz was patted on the back by all the deputies who were pleased with his charade. At first he had a tough time getting over the betrayal by Perla Suarez, but forgave her when she later explained that Leroy Thomas had threatened her with a long knife. 


     Maude knew reasonably well that the girl had been very aware of what she was doing, and the big man had been telling the truth. She did it all for money.  


     The next morning the cell next to Leroy Thomas was empty, and Sheriff Jack Fuller, along with Detective Maude Rogers, began an interview with the suspect. The inmate was hogtied during the interview, that is, the wrist and ankle cuffs were connected around his waist by a strong chain. Usually the treatment was reserved for very aggressive escape risks. 


     Maude introduced herself to Leroy Thomas, and explained his rights. He glared at her, enraged because she had the audacity to put chains and bracelets on an innocent man. At that moment, he had no idea why he had been delayed returning to Houston. The conversation with the inmate in the holding cell never crossed his mind. 


     “Why am I here? You can’t hold me old woman. My lawyer will have me out of here in two hours, and slap a lawsuit on you and the whole Rhodes County Sheriff’s Office.” 


     “If you want a lawyer, sir, you may definitely make the call before you talk to us. But keep in mind the proposal we are about to make to you.” Maude offered. 


     “Yeah, what’s that? Want me to love on you old woman?” Leroy was in his element, bullying those he believed to be weak. He obviously did not know Maude Rogers. 


     “Mr. Thomas, Leroy if you prefer, the new and gentler Maude Rogers will ignore your rude insults, and continue on with the proposal; however, if you continue to make the same type of comments, I guarantee that your decision will follow you to the needle you deserve.” 


     “Hey, wait a minute, what do you mean, needle?” She now had his attention. 


     “Well Leroy, we’re looking for a killing crew that slaughtered two fine people out on Edwards Bay, and it’s our hope that you can help us. You know the drill, tell us some things we don’t know, and we’ll forget some that we do know.” 


     “I got no idea what you’re talking about.” The hog-tied man was sweating, even though the room was cold. 


     “You see,” Maude said, “we know you have some ideas, in fact we heard you talking about a few of them.” 


     “Hey, I ain’t said nothing.” Maude thought it strange that criminals reverted to poor grammar when they knew they were caught. 


     “Leroy, you ran your mouth for at least two hours last night, telling all of us about killing that woman.” 


     “I don’t know what you’re talking about. You got nothing on me.” He was sullen, his braggadocio replaced with denial. “That was just inmates telling stories to each other.” 


      “Yes,” she said, ignoring his denial “I’m sure we have plenty. We have your confession on tape, all the parts about raping the girl, then cutting her. It was convenient for us that we were listening to your conversation from the next room. So we taped it. Here then is the proposal: you give us the other two on the crew, and in addition, the person who hired you. Then we’ll talk to the district attorney and keep you from being executed. You’ll go to prison for life, but you should make out fine. You’re big and a bully; it won’t be long before you have at least one girlfriend, and all the dope you want.” 


     Maude saw Leroy was considering her words and continued. “If you keep quiet, and stand up for the man with the money and the other two, maybe they’ll come to watch when the man turns on the poison.” 


     Leroy panicked. How had this happened when I was so careful, planning it all, taking the risks, but covering my tracks each way? It must have been the woman that put them onto me. That twit with the big butt, cleaning rooms for a living. I tossed her-gave her some strong loving, but I didn’t force her. She was money-hungry. Taking care of the all those out of work, lazy bums in Mexico took all her money. So she played along, got the juice I needed. 


     Now the bitch was telling tales, getting the cops to listen in on me. That squint-eyed, mixed-breed in the cell with me could get me out of this jam. It was all stories, he could say, just made-up crap that we knew the cops heard.  Yeah, that would do it. They got nothing. 


     “I ain’t saying no more. I want my lawyer.” Leroy Thomas was standing his ground. 


     “Here’s the phone. Call one person you need, but remember this, the offer will withdraw when we get one of the other killers. And we will. My gut tells me that at least one of them will turn information. Probably the woman will fall.” 


     Leroy looked sharply at Maude, but only for a minute, affirming what she had believed from the first time she saw the small boot-print in the damp ground near the bank of the slip. The third person was a woman, possibly the dark-haired driver of the SUV who bought a bottle of water from Gandy after the slayings. 


     

 


  




  


  

     Chapter 19 


     Maude left and fell on her bed when she arrived at the motel. The small, old room was the nearest place of comfort she had.  She really wanted to go home, but there was more to do before she could go. Jack took care of the details of the recording from Wojo’s conversation with Leroy Thomas, and Joe was picking up the cleaning girl from the resort. Maude realized she had to share the load. 


     Late that night she tried to sleep but the memories of that girl at the lake kept haunting her. The last cigarette of the day had been finished long ago, its unfiltered length smoked all the way. The gin bottle called her, reminding Maude of the new bottle that hadn’t been opened. It was waiting for her. 


     She rose from the bed sometime after midnight, and sat in the rickety chair off the side of the bed. Gazing out the window for a moment she thought she saw raindrops wetting the ground. The next day would be dreary if her arthritis was reading the weather right, putting out streaks of pain beyond the reach of over-the-counter medications. She had good insurance; it would pay for any doctor’s ministrations, but the down time was always the deciding factor. 


     The main road that passed by the motel was wet with rain; she could see the  blackness reflecting the lights above the street. The town was asleep but Maude Rogers was lost in her own reflections. The gin bottle had finally grown quiet as she fell into a restless sleep sitting in the straight-back chair. 


     The next morning came too quickly as always, the fuzz on her tongue and teeth a reminder that she missed her nightly brushing. She ran through the water of the shower, realizing it was already time to check her breasts for lumps. Each time she did it, a small thrill of fear hung out till the exam was over, and each time she gave thanks for not finding any. Grace would have been proud of her daughter’s weekly commitment. 


     Looking into the mirror of the dimly-lit bathroom Maude saw herself as she had so many times before. Old, gray, face relatively unlined, darkness from loss of sleep under her piercing blue eyes, and a normal sized nose took up the clean part of the mirror. The rest of the foggy outline made her look ghostly. At least I am  alive and willing to work, she thought to herself, even with the clock and the calendar against me. She was feeling her years, ready to put the case to bed. 


     Jenny Marx’s killer used a long blade in the shape of a chisel, a carpenter’s tool. A longshoreman would possess such a tool also. Leroy Thomas must have thrown the weapon away. At least most people would get rid of it if the opportunity presented itself. The bay being very deep made an excellent hiding place for any kind of weapon, still, Leroy Thomas thought he was home free, and would never be caught.  


     She called Jack and could hardly wait for him to answer the phone. 


     “Jack,” she asked quickly, “Do you have a copy of the search list from Leroy Thomas’s van?” 


     “Good morning, Maude. Nice to hear from you. Yes, I slept well last night. Now what was it you were asking?” 


     “Sorry, Jack, but I have something on my mind. Could you read off the items of the vehicle search?” 


     “Sure Maude, I’m sorry too, I was just having a little fun with you.” 


     “Let’s see, here it is: spare tire, tire jack, aerosol can of tire inflate, red and white check blanket, pillow, tool box.” 


     “Jack, was the tool box inventoried?” 


     “No, it just says various tools.” 


     “Look,” she said, “it may sound foolish, but I think Leroy Thomas killed that girl with a chisel, the shape of the blade would work if the end was sharpened for penetrating the flesh.” 


     “Well, Maude, why don’t I just do that inventory?  Maybe the fool put it back in the box.” 


     “I’m hoping he did. If that’s true and we  find blood and the girl’s DNA on it, we definitely have our killer. If not, it won’t take much of your time. By the way, you got the coffee on? I can bring some sweet rolls.” 


     “See you soon Maude. I like those big fat cinnamon rolls with pecans.” 


     “Yeah, soon, Jack.” 


     The road was slick from the rain the night before. Temperatures had fallen to below freezing, but Maude dragged her heavy coat out of the big carrier she had on the back of the truck. Most people put their tools in those and called them a toolbox, but she carried groceries and spare travel gear in it. She was glad to find the coat. 


     When she arrived at the sheriff’s office, several deputies and Joe Allen eyed the boxes in her arms, hoping for breakfast.  


     “Dig in fellas,” she said. “Save one for me and one for Jack.” 


     “He’s out in the garage, Maude,” Joe said from across the room. The edge of his top lip was already closing on the first bite of the thick, sweet rolls. 


     “Better give me those before they disappear,” she said, pouring two cups of strong black coffee before heading out the side door to the garage near the back of the building. “Be back shortly.” 


     The roll-top door to the garage was closed, but Maude could see the side entrance that Jack had taken to the secured van. It was good that the impound site was within the confines of the county office, the closeness made it convenient for inventory searches. The doors were kept locked at all times, with the impound bay entirely enclosed away from vehicles being repaired. The chain of custody had to be strict, and Jack had the only key to the impound locks. 


     “So what do you see, my friend?” She asked him, approaching from the left side of the van. “Anything there?” she added hopefully. 


     “Well,” Jack said, pulling his gloves off. He lifted one of the sweet rolls to his mouth and ate a quarter of it in one bite. “Well,” he repeated, chewing. “We have a few things, among them: a hammer, pliers, measuring tape, 8 inch blade chisel, crescent wrench, and tire tool. Does that help?” 


     “Jack, this could be the real thing. May I see it?” 


     “Sure,” he said, “but it’s at the lab getting tested; didn’t want to waste any time. That fella will be trying to post bond. If we get some real, physical evidence against him, he won’t be going anywhere.” 


     “Oh,” he added, “took a picture of it for you.” 


     The digital photo was clear and clean, the image it portrayed was no doubt a carpenter or workman’s chisel. What made it different was the tip had been sharpened into a thin narrow blade. The rest of the body was rectangular, one inch wide and about a half inch thick. A deadly tool. 


     “We got him, Maude. We got that bald, arrogant S.O.B.!” 


     While she was in the impound lot, a call came in for Maude, but her phone was in the front office where she had left it in her haste to get outside to Jack. The message envelope was showing in the corner of the smart phone, letting her know that someone had called and left her a voice mail. Maude knew that few people knew her number; however, there were some locals who had asked how to get in touch with her while Jack was healing 


     “Excuse me,” Maude said, “but someone called this number and asked me to call. This is Maude Rogers, how can I help you?” 


     “Oh, this is Susan Bright. Do you remember me?” 


     “Miss Bright, how could I forget you?” Maude answered. “What do you need?” 


     “You said to call if I remembered seeing anything unusual at my grandparents place when that murder was done? And I was like, sure, I’ll call, but you were already busy, and I was like, okay, anyway, I thought of something.” 


     “Susan, slow down. Where are you?”  


     “At Gandy’s.  I rode my bike over her to get a soda. Want me to wait?” 


     “Yes, wait for me. I’ll be there soon.” 


     Whatever Susan had to say, important or not, Maude knew she needed to ask Gandy if the woman in the SUV had been back. She also wanted to ask if Theodore Billings was around. Maude remembered that the old man came to Gandy’s on occasion when someone would bring him in a boat. She would like to know if Billings had remembered anything at all about that day.” 


     The skinny teenager with the stringy blonde hair was waiting in the damp weather, her arms and legs covered by a workout suit. “Aren’t you cold, Susan?” 


     “I was when I was riding over here. I’m okay now. Then I was like, wow, its cold outside.” 


     “What do you have to tell me?” 


     “That day, when my grandfather’s boat got stolen, I saw the man take it.” 


     “Can you describe him?” 


     “Yeah, he was tall and dark haired, and he was like, trying to be real sneaky, but see I’m in my room watching because a bird was sitting on the window. And I was like, “Hey is he taking the boat?” 


     “Did you tell your grandparents?” 


     “Nah, they were gone, playing bridge.” 


     “Have you seen him again, Susan?” 


     “Once. What I wanted to tell you was, he, uh, was here, talking to a woman that night after the murders. You and Sheriff Jack had gone. I like, biked over here to get a soda, and there he was, sitting in a black SUV. And I was like, okay, maybe he didn’t steal the boat. Maybe they loaned it to him so it’s not my thing.” 


     “Did you see the woman, Susan? Like up close?” Oh God, Maude thought, she has me doing it now.  


     “She was still pretty. Curly hair, kind of long. Old, maybe forty. I was like, okay, maybe she’s old but she looks good.” 


     Maude groaned at the girl’s assessment of age and asked, “What happened after they talked? Did the man get out of the vehicle?” 


     “Idk. I left.” 


     “What did you just say, Susan?” Maude asked, puzzled. 


     “Idk, I don’t know.” The girl sounded impatient that Maude was like maybe getting deaf. 


     “Oh. Sorry. My mistake. Thank you Susan. You’ve been a big help. Have you slowed down on the highway? “ 


     “Yeah. Some. I got to go,” the girl said, jumping on the bike and pulling the jacket hood over her hair. “Bye” she said, pedaling off.   


     “Youth, how you are wasted on the young,” Maude said, shaking her head.




  




  

    

 


     Meanwhile, in another place, two people were having a conversation. “Listen, what’s happened to Leroy? He was supposed to see me yesterday, give me my money. He hasn’t called or sent a message. I’m getting worried.”  Harry Charles was a man who liked getting things done right. He didn’t always know the ins-and-outs of everything, but he always knew his part, and expected others to know theirs. His conversation with the dark–haired woman was the first since the job on the lake. He didn’t socialize with her, didn’t want to know her friends, and couldn’t wait to get off the phone. 


     “I don’t know,” she said, “I haven’t seen him either. He has mine too. I don’t like it one little bit. I have bills and appointments. If that rat has run out on me I don’t know what I’ll do for money. Sure there’s enough to get by for a while, but it won’t last. How did I get involved with such a loser anyway? Hey I don’t expect you to have an answer.” 


     Harry nodded as the woman talked, agreeing with all she had said. Leroy was a loser. If he had known that in advance, the deal would have been off. It was a simple project. Go to the resort, check in, pretend that he and the woman were married. Make friends with the doctor and his girlfriend-become a nuisance if necessary. They had to find out the couple’s agenda. Most of all don’t get the management looking at them. Stay under the radar. 


     The job had to be done away from the resort-boss’s orders-and the girl had to be humiliated. The doc was strong, and Harry had almost lost control before Leroy stepped in and clocked the doc on the jaw. It all went fast after that. Leroy had the best job, the girl, but Harry got in a little bit too before they finished her off. Hurray for condoms. It was sweet, the set-up. That was Leroy’s idea. 


     Harry had been in the business for a number of years, and had heard of Leroy Thomas, but just in passing. The business put you with people you didn’t like. The thing was, Leroy had a rep for being really brutal. Some people who knew called him the Chisel Man, owing to the weapon he used. Harry liked a little more class, and tried to jam himself up where he wasn’t available for a job. But this time the money was the best, and plenty of help to get it done, so he took the work. 


     He wondered what the doc had done to deserve losing his woman and his life in the same few minutes. Seeing her get the business from Leroy sent him over the edge. Good thing he didn’t live long enough to see Harry get his part of the action. 


     A week had passed, and the money hadn’t shown up--too long, something was wrong. So he had called Ginger. She had been the shill, to get the targets trust. Harry couldn’t understand why they didn’t knock both of the marks off in the room, but who was he to say anything. The boss had wanted it done a certain way. At least that’s what Leroy said.  


     Ginger was in the same shape as Harry, they did the job, but no money yet. Harry was really pissed. He might have to do something. But what? He didn’t know the boss; had no one to call. Unless… Harry remembered something about the white, piece of crap van. Leroy had said the boss’s connection owned some transport line. What was the name on that van? Some book company-B&G Transport, yeah. That was it. Junk vans. Old, use them, set them on fire. No real investment. 


     Harry called Ginger back. “Hey, Harry here. B&G Transport, can you find ‘em on your computer?” 


     Ginger: “I don’t know. Maybe. Why don’t you do a Google search?” 


     Harry: “A what?” 


     Ginger: “Never mind. Wait. Okay, I got a number. Now what?”  


     Harry: “Call ‘em up, find out where they are. That crappy van Leroy drove was logoed up with that company name” 


     She disconnected the phone, waited a while; called back.  


     “231 Highway 78, around back of the main building, that’s where they keep the trucks.”  


     Harry: “How’d you get all that?” 


     Ginger: “Like I said, Google search.” 


     “Meet you out front of my apartment. Pick me up in twenty minutes.” Harry was very specific. “I need my money.” 


    

      


    


  




  

     Chapter 20 


     Things were moving faster now, and the Madison detectives were thinking of winding up their part of the investigation soon. Jack could take care of the end details, but Maude had hoped Leroy Thomas would still consider giving up the others. She decided that some aggressive actions on their part might light a fire under the man. Talking to Joe helped, and they worked the kinks out of the investigation so far, deciding how to proceed. 


     An attorney of record had been to visit Leroy and broke the sad news to him. The charges of Capital Murder, Murder, Aggravated Sexual Assault, and Possession of Marijuana were top-billed. Some minor add-ons included driving an unlicensed vehicle. Leroy had been in the dark about the enormous amount of evidence the police had against him. When the lawyer lit him up with the news, Leroy lost it and began screaming epithets against the whole sheriff’s department and that prissy, old woman cop who put cuffs on him. 


     The holding over, it was to the big jail for Leroy, where he would wait to go before a justice of the peace and be formally charged. Like so many others whose lives are bent on hurting others, Leroy began acting out in his cell, coating the window with feces, and slinging a mixture of urine and feces from his drinking cup onto the jail guards. The last act got him some time in the discipline chair where he was tied down at all four quarters to a metal seat. An anti-spit mask was put over his mouth, and he couldn’t do any damage to life or limb. Leroy screamed a stream of filth from under the mask until he realized that the door was mostly sound proof, 


     That had been in the morning hours, and later, after he settled down, the guards let him out of the chair and put him in a real cell where he got a sack lunch and began to act almost human. Two baloney sandwiches and an apple later, the inmate named Leroy Thomas was almost civil. That’s when Maude and Joe showed up. 


     “Leroy, good to see you. Now, the last time I talked to you, you were particularly rude. I would appreciate it if you would use your good manners and sit here like a real human being instead of a wild baboon. Think you can do that, or do I have to yell at those guards that you’re making threats against them, me, and the Federal Government? Remember, that chair has your butt’s imprint already.” 


     Gritting his teeth soundly, Leroy nodded that he understood. He does look a fright, Maude thought. The jail clothes are too small for him, the lower part resting a foot above his ankles, and the shirt split at the muscles on his arms. The jumpsuit was pink, to distinguish him as dangerous. What it did was make him look clownish with his hair starting to grow in on the sides and crown. The front of his head continued to be as slick as a billiard ball. 


     “Thank you. Have you given any thought to what we talked about yesterday?” she asked him. “You know, about the needle.” 


     He hesitated a minute, the corners of his mouth beginning to get wet, and he whispered, “Yeah. I thought about it.” 


     “And what did you come up with, Leroy? Are you going to take it like a man and carry it all to the table and then when they strap you down and hang that poison bag over you, will you think, ‘Let’s win this for the Gipper?’ You know, that he-man sports talk you guys do.” 


     “Huh?” Leroy was thinking, not listening. 


     “We’re right here, just waiting for you to wise up,” Joe said. “You think the rest of your crew is going to cover for you? You already killed Spillar, so your chances for needle relief have gone down by one.”  


     Maude waited, her experience telling her that Leroy was in the spot that criminals hated, to snitch or not to snitch-to live or die. He could go either way, but his innate selfishness would push him to his best advantage, however he played it. She was at a juncture with the man, and soon would wield no influence over him. It was now or never. 


     She began to rise during Leroy’s silence, getting her badge and notebook ready to pocket and leave.  


     “What are you doing? Where are you going?” The panic showed in the killer’s voice. 


     “You’ve wasted enough of my time. You know what we want. Give up your accomplices and the money man, now, or I’m leaving, and you can rot in hell for all I care.” 


     “Okay,” he whispered.  


     “What? What did you say?” she pressed him; determined to finish it. 


     “I said okay. I’ll talk.” 


     “Guard,” Maude spoke from the door. “Do you have a recorder and a spare tape?” 


     “Yes ma’am,” came the response. “Right here, but we have a better digital one.” 


     “I’m sure you do, but digital information gets erased or changed too easily.” 


     “Yes, ma’am, whatever you say.” 


     Harris County was known for being big, both in number of souls and square miles. Leroy Thomas told his story, no doubt embellishing where he thought it was needed, and keeping to himself the most incriminating descriptions of his violent life. He was a man who had lived his life for himself, without thought of others’ welfare. His parents were old, in a Houston rest home, the thin gruel and milk-less gravy sort of establishment. He hadn’t seen them since the old man lost his social security income to the Home. The old lady was demented, or so Leroy thought, he didn’t care one way or the other. 


     The son had lived with the elderly couple until five years ago, and then had to find his own pad after they were taken to the Home. He had always been big, and other, smaller people were sometimes scared of him. That was how it happened, how he started working in the enforcer business, first as a bouncer in bars, then as debt collector for a bookie. He got into the murder business accidentally when one of the deadbeats wouldn’t pay his gambling debt, but pulled a gun instead. 


     Leroy was strong, using steroids when he could afford them to build a huge muscular frame. He had taken the gun away from the deadbeat and strangled him with his hands. After that, he gained some expertise in killing, and developed his reputation. He also made a lot of money, though not so much at first as he made from the recent job. 


     Part of the story he told to the detectives, the rest he kept to himself, never admitting anything that would make him look bad. What he told Maude Rogers for her recorder was his contact, the boss, didn’t live in Houston. Actually, Leroy didn’t know where he lived. The boss had a phone number and an email address. Leroy’s money was paid received through a post office box. He had a key and the boss had a key. 


     The contract on the doctor and his girlfriend was made a few days previous to starting the job. The boss made his demands straightforward, giving the expected date of completion. The date of the assignment was explicit, the weekend set aside as the time frame. The method was orchestrated by Leroy with stipulations from the boss.  Leroy didn’t know where the boss got his assignment. You didn’t question someone who was that specific, even if you wanted to. 


     Aaron Dennis and Jenny Marx had been in the resort for a few hours when one of the men that Leroy hired, Harry Charles, and the woman, Ginger Ferris checked in right next to the couple. The man at the desk said he could use the extra fifty they gave him. Harry told a story about their wedding day five years ago spent in that room, nothing shady going on. 


     Harry and Ginger found out the couple’s intended boat outing on Monday and made their plans around that day. Harry had an acquaintance named Carl Spillar who lived in the projects. Spillar needed money and agreed to steal a boat for their use. He was told what kind they wanted-a small fishing boat that wouldn’t draw attention on the lake. 


     Leroy liked the ladies, and admitted to cozying up to the cleaning girl Perla Suarez, having sex with her before telling her what he wanted. He knew there was a maintenance man working at the resort, and told Perla to get him in the sack Sunday night and save the used condom. She didn’t want to do it, but Leroy convinced her with money, and a little slapping around. He never saw the man, didn’t want to see him, in fact, Leroy was never at the resort. Harry had arranged for Leroy to meet the cleaning girl the first time in the grocery store. She was impressed with his size and his muscles. 


     The next morning Leroy picked up the boat where Spillar had left it and cussed a while about the size of the pleasure barge. Leroy vowed to take care of the screw-up later because that kind of guy could blow up a well-made plan. 


     The killing crew loaded up on the barge at the last minute, not wanting anyone to see them on the boat for any length of time. Harry had run a check on the boat and knew the owners hadn’t reported it stolen. The morning dragged on, waiting for the marks to have their picnic. Harry and Ginger knew the details; the two lovers were going out on the lake. They even knew about Jenny’s toes wanting to skim the water. 


     “I don’t know what made them special; but I never had that kind of deal before. There was a lot of money for the job. The boss said it was important that the girl be raped in front of the man and then killed. They must have pissed someone off real bad. We took pictures, her on the ground naked, legs spread from the loving. Me and Harry both had her, but Harry got the leavings, even though we both used rubbers. Then we cleaned her up while she was still screaming and emptied the maintenance man’s juice in her with one of those things they use on brats noses.” 


     “A nose bulb.” This from Joe, remembering his own boys when they were little. 


     “So when did you kill her?” Maude asked. The machine turned, recording the merciless words from the killer’s mouth. 


     Leroy hesitated. “I want a guarantee from the DA. Your deal ain’t nothing without he agrees. You get him in here, and I’ll talk more. Right now I’m done.” 


     Maude knew when a line was crossed and all the threats she could make wouldn’t budge the man from his silence. She agreed and left the interview room with Joe not far behind. They headed outside the building where Maude lit up her second unfiltered of the day. She took a deep drag of her cigarette, inhaling the cool smoke, feeling it fill her nose and throat, trying to pull it all in, not wasting any of it. So far the four a day she could live with, but who knew about tomorrow. The closest she had come to breaking her own rule was when Lilly Ann was abducted. 


     Joe stood silently, looking out on the grounds as jail inmates marched in snake lines from their cells to the food service building. They were laughing and talking as though they all going out to lunch with friends. He could never fully appreciate the desires of a criminal-the forensics of crime and personality disorder notwithstanding-the nut of the man that pushed him to acquire ‘stuff’ to be as good as anyone else. Leroy Thomas discovered early his own capabilities and used his brute strength to make a life for himself. Joe thought about the damage to society the man must have done over the years. He deserves the needle. 


     “Maude, do you think we have enough on Leroy to get a conviction? You know, without his cooperation?” 


     “Having hard thoughts, Joe? Want to punish Leroy, an eye for an eye?” 


     “Something like that.” Joe said thoughtfully. 


     “Can’t say I don’t agree, but we have nothing on his coconspirators. Without his testimony, they’ll walk.” 


     “Unless we can break them before Leroy makes a deal with the DA.” 


     “What do you have in mind, partner?” Maude asked him, taking the last lungful of smoke. 


     “Maybe we can pick up the other two, get Perla Suarez’s testimony, and use it against them. We could tell them Leroy is trying to make a deal.” 


     “Sounds good, and in a crime novel it would work, but not here. Too many things to go wrong:  Perla might not cooperate, Harry and Ginger could both be made up names and we wouldn’t find them before it was too late, or a slick lawyer might find a way around the circumstantial evidence. The trade-off is that we can get them all off the streets now, where they won’t kill again.” 


     “Yeah, that’s what I thought. Just wishing for proper justice for that girl.” Joe set his shoulders back, broke his far-off gaze, and searched till he found his good humor. Well, what are we waiting for? Let’s get the phone call made.” 


    

      


    


  




  

     Chapter 21 


     Assistant District Attorney Janie Morris arrived at the Rhodes County Jail almost on time. She had promised to be there by 2:00 P.M., but schedules were her downfall. There was just too much fuss made about a few minutes one way or the other, meanwhile Leroy Thomas was getting antsy. “Are you sure he’s coming?” he had asked more than once. The rest of the cons were passing the room on the way to visiting or religious service and looked in the room at Leroy in his pink jumpsuit. One small, thin blonde winked at him, and gave him his puckered lips. 


     “Well, Leroy, I see you’ve made at least one friend.” Joe said, his face poker straight. 


     The inmate had the decency to blush, a reaction that was unexpected by Maude. She noticed that the big man was sweating; the pink jumpsuit was wet under the arms, emitting an odor of musk that would soon become very unpleasant. 


     “Yeah, someone will be here soon,” she told him. “You can bet on it.” 


     When Janie Morris finally showed, the three people in the interview room stared at her. Janie was overweight, no more than 5’3”tall and definitely out of breath.  


     “Hi, I’m Assistant District Attorney Janie Morris”, she said, introducing herself. Afterwards she picked the strongest chair in the room to hold her bulk. 


     “Is this some kind of joke?” Leroy asked, trying to stand up, but tripping on the ankle chain wrapped around the table leg.  


     Maude shook her head and observed, “Leroy, you’re going to have to get up by yourself. That is unless Joe wants to give you a hand.” 


     “There’s only one thing I want to give Leroy.” Joe said, still miffed with the circumstances of plea bargaining. 


     Janie Morris was already busy opening her briefcase, looking for blank forms for the inmate to sign. She handed him one that said he had been advised of his rights and had chosen to speak without benefit of counsel. “Sign this before we get started-Acknowledgement of Miranda warning. Read it, so you’re sure of what you’re doing.” Janie might be poor at clock times, but she was on top of her game in being prepared for confessions. 


     Leroy hesitated for only a moment and then signed his name. He still thought the fat woman was some kind of plant.  


     “Alright,” Janie said, resuming the taping. “Where did you leave off?” 


     Maude told her that Leroy had described his coconspirators, but had stopped talking when she asked him about killing the girl, Jenny Marx. Janie nodded, the taped conversation already a picture in her photographic memory. She spoke into the tape, introducing herself and relating the date and the time, making it known who would be speaking and under what circumstances. There was a formality that had to be observed for chain of custody regulations. “Leroy Thomas you may begin speaking.” 


     “I want to know what you’re going to do for me before I spill my guts,” Leroy countered. 


     “Mr. Thomas, the only choices that the state can offer you for the crimes of capital murder are, life imprisonment, or death by lethal injection. I offer no more. The state will not seek the death penalty for your cooperation, with the stipulation that your testimony is sufficient to charge and convict the person or persons you incriminate. In other words, Mr. Thomas, lie to me and all bets are off. We’ll seek the full punishment by law for your crimes.” 


     Maude had to admire the girl. Her gun barrels were loaded. She was definitely worth every dollar the county paid her. 


     Leroy stuttered for a minute and agreed on tape. 


     “Well as I was saying, Ginger, Harry, and me had them two, the doctor and his squeeze, on the ground. I had to help Harry with the doc. When he saw his naked girlfriend he went wild. She tried to run away, but I caught her and brought her back after putting it to her. Then Harry put two bullets in the doc’s head, and he put it to her too. She was a real fighter,” Leroy said, admiringly. 


     The small room was quiet, imagining what had gone on, how terrified the couple must have been, especially the girl.  


     “Go on Leroy. When did you kill Jenny Marx?” 


     Leroy took a breath, shuddered at what he was about to say, and began.  


     “I…I waited till I was sure the doc was dead, that was the orders from the boss. Then I cut her in a couple of places.” 


     “What weapon did you use, Leroy?”  


     “Well see I have a special friend I call Sharpy. It goes with me when I’m working. It’s for all kinds of work.” 


     “Is this what you’re referring to, Mr. Thomas?” Maude said, showing him the bag with the sharpened chisel in it, then went on to describe it for the tape. 


     Leroy looked stunned. “Where did you get that?” 


     “It came from an inventory of the items in your tool box, Leroy. When your van was impounded an inventory of the contents was automatically done.” 


     The inmate looked down, now fully realizing the quantity of evidence they had against him. “What now,” he asked. 


     “Tell what you did to the girl.” Joe said. 


     “Well, after I got done with Sharpy, I cut her hair off. The boss said to do that. Then we took their boat. It had a motor, made it easy to get out of that mosquito hole. We left that piece of crap tied up. Took the party barge back, got the cars, and left.” 


     “What about Spillar?  


     “I don’t work with screw-ups, so I shot him for getting the wrong kind of boat. Didn’t kill him though; he hid out at the lake that night, so I had to go back.”  


     Leroy went on with more details about Spillar, but they had heard enough, and both detectives were content to sit for a minute. They left the interview room and returned shortly. 


     “Tell us about the boss,” Janie said, the tape still running. 


     “I never met him outright,” Leroy said, “like I told you before, just phone and email.” He rattled off phone numbers, the post office box number, and email contacts. The introduction of the chisel had broken the killer, and he couldn’t say enough. 


     “Where is the gun? The one you used to shoot Spillar?”  


     “Threw it away into the Gulf, in Houston.” 


     “You’re lying, you wouldn’t carry a gun all the way to Houston to throw it away, so where is it?” Maude demanded. 


     The inmate was done, refusing to say more, realizing that his life was over. If the boss knew what I told, Leroy thought, I’m a dead man--said too much already.               


     The interview was over, the detectives gone from the cell block, and Leroy back in his cell alone. He heard it first, really low, then a little louder, ‘Snitch’. It came from different places in the day room, from the tables where inmates gathered to eat and play cards together, ‘Snitch.’ 


     Driving away from the jail, Joe was sitting in the passenger seat, pensive after the long drawn out session with Thomas. “I hope I never have to see that scum again,” he said. “What do we do now?” 


     “Sounds like we’re going to go to Houston, or we have to bring Houston to us. What you think about playing their game a little bit?” 


     “Sure what do you suggest?” He asked , interested. 


     “Let’s call Harry--say we talked to Perla, and we’re wise to the couple scam they played on the victims. We’ll tell them we want our part of the money. When they ask what money, we can say that Aaron Dennis had several thousand dollars with him. It had to be them who stole it, and we want part of it. They’ll come because of the murders. If we know about the scam, there’s a chance we know about that too, and they’ll want to shut us up.” 


     “Then Sheriff Jack nabs them when they try to kill us.” Joe said, his listlessness gone, his green eyes sparkling. “That’s great.”  


     “Why Joe, you sound more like yourself. Haven’t been shot at lately?” Maude asked. 


     “How about food?” he said, suddenly ravenous. “I’m starved.” 


     The phone call came in as Harry was returning from the car after a fruitless search with Ginger, looking for the transport company. The company existed only on paper, with no oil holdings, or equipment of any kind. The lot where B&G was supposed to be had a small building toward the back, with nothing identifying it. Thick, cinder block walls in a rectangular shaped defined the place as a small Fort Knox. 


     Harry had beaten on the door, but no one came to answer. He went to one of the side windows that were covered in black, iron bars, with window tint underneath shutting out all light. He beat on those with the same result.  


     “What the hell?” Harry said to no one in particular. “What is this place?” 


     “Looks like one of those import places, where they bring in big bags of coffee beans.” Ginger said, fixing her lipstick. 


     “No coffee bean I know of needs that kind of security building. I think we may have made a mistake coming here. It looks like mob.” 


     “Mob? Are you crazy? What would the mob want with a dinky little brick building?” Ginger was getting on Harry’s nerves. He had forgotten how irritating she was at the resort. He’d been forced to spend some time with her, and hated every minute of it. 


     “Listen you dumb skirt, this is Houston, the big city. They got stuff covered up right in front of the cops. Somehow Leroy has mob connections.” 


     “Then let’s get the heck out of here,” Ginger said, “What are you waiting for? Drive!” 


     When he heard the phone ringing, Harry began to worry that they were found out by the men with the iron-barred windows. He didn’t want to answer it, but he didn’t think he could ignore the shrill scream. 


     “Hello. Is this Harry?” 


     The voice was male, not shaky or old. “Yeah. It’s Harry. What do you want?” 


     “Funny you should ask. We know who you are,” Joe said, mysteriously. 


     “Yeah. So what?” Harry decided to play along, pretending it was someone else at B&G Transport besides him. 


     “I saw you.” Joe said, “I know where you were, know you been where you shouldn’t have been.” 


     “Hey, what the hell you want. I made a mistake. How did I know B&G was  something else, that they were connected?”   


     “What did you say?” Joe asked him, confused by the response from Harry. 


     “You need a sign says: ‘Mob. Stay the hell out’.” 


     “What?” Joe repeated, even more confused. “B&G. Mob? Jerk-wipe, I’m talking about money, the money you owe us. The money you took from them people you murdered. We want some of it.” 


     It was Harry’s turn to be confused. “What the hell are you talking about? What money, what murder?” By that time, Harry was yelling, the relief of knowing the mob wasn’t on the phone replaced by the icy fear in his gut that something entirely worse was stalking him. 


     “THE murders, little Perla told us all about you and your lady friend, about the scam, the girl’s jewelry, the five thousand dollars. NO more talk, you got two hours to get here. Come to the lake, to Jackson Park, you and Ginger, plus two thousand dollars. Or I go to the cops.” With that, Joe disconnected the pay phone outside the motel. 


     “Joe,” Maude said, “I think you missed your calling. What was that all about, B&G , the mob?” 


     “Danged if I know, Maude. He thought I was mob; that I worked for B&G.” 


     “The company that told us they sold the vans to someone else?” 


     “Yeah, that one.  Harry thought he was in trouble with the mob. Sounds like he made a trip to B&G, found out it wasn’t at all what he had thought, no warehouse. He sounded scared.” 


     “Can’t blame him, if it’s true,” she said, reflectively. “They scare most people. It’s like a whole group of armed Leroys on speed or PCP. I ran into some in Chicago.” 


     “We have two hours to get to Jackson Park. Do you have any suggestions about what to do when they try to shoot us? “Joe asked. 


     “Shoot back.” She said. “I’m calling Jack. I wouldn’t want him to miss this. He loves a good fight.” 


    

      


    


  




  

     Chapter 22 


     Harry checked his phone hoping to see a phone number that could be traced, but nothing came up on the screen. If the guy who called wasn’t a wiseguy, who the heck was he, and how did he find out about him and Ginger? He said that girl Perla told him. That little Mex who cleaned the rooms, she must have been the one.  


     “Ginger, Harry here. Get ready and pick me up. We gotta go right now. 
Someone knows about us, about the resort, the scam. They think we stole some money from the doc. Its blackmail-two grand they want.” 


     “Harry, I ain’t got two grand. My rent’s due and I can’t pay that. Where would I get two grand?” 


     Harry gritted his teeth. God he hated this stupid woman. “I didn’t say you had to get it, I said the knuckle-head on the phone wants two grand. We’re not going to pay him; we’re going to kill him.” 


     “Oh, that’s different. I’ll be right there.” 


     Ginger showed up within fifteen minutes in the black SUV, the big doors and windows opening to reveal a plush, seating area, and lots of bells and whistles on the dash. Harry climbed in, and the vehicle shot forward, the GPS loaded with the quickest route to Jackson Park on Edwards Bay. It seemed like karma to Harry, going back to where they had started the job, although, Harry didn’t believe in luck. He thought people made their own opportunities.   


     What he was doing was thinking about how they were going to draw this guy out in the open to kill him and who else might be a part of the deal. He wondered about Leroy, and where he went with the money. It was all Leroy’s fault. If he had paid his debt, Harry would have been in Florida, and wouldn’t have got the call. Now he had this and the mob to worry about, but that would be after he killed Leroy. 


     Ginger drove hard, the big vehicle taking the curves in the road at roaring speeds as worry took over her thoughts. She hoped she got the money to make the next car payment, because the way things had been happening, she would be walking soon. Harry wasn’t a friend, but he was the nearest thing she had to one. He had found her in Houston, looking for work at Burger King, offered her a quick job. All she had to do was drive her big car to Edwards Paradise Resort, pretend a little, and then she was done. But it hadn’t happened that way. 


      When it was time for her to leave, after she had done her part, Leroy said, “UH-UH, nothing doing. She’s coming with us.” 


     The mosquitoes were the worst thing about the whole trip, waiting around for the two palookas to take care of their business got Ginger bitten all over. She was glad when they were finished, a girl could only take so much embarrassment and discomfort. At the time of the rape, because that’s what Ginger thought of when she remembered, she was kind of turned on. Not that she wanted anybody to force her, but watching the girl get it from two guys made her tingle a little. That was a surprise. The killing didn’t worry her too much; people died every day; that was just the mark’s day. She gave an exaggerated shudder, running the fingers of her left hand ran through her hair, remembering the girl’s ponytail in the tree. 


     Jack was a happy man; he was out of the darned bed and back to work, off the desk, with the doctor’s permission. There were weight restrictions on the arm, but he could manage that-those strong young deputies could handle the heavy loads. Maude Rogers was a blessing to him and his department, the way she had taken care of his business was first class, just like her. He was hoping they could wrap up this murder business so that fine lady could go home. 


     They took the back road to Jackson Park, one Maude knew nothing about in advance. The potholes were fierce in the mud and gravel road bordered by mesquite trees and briars, and Jack grimaced once and apologized lightly but didn’t dwell on it. The road was a way to get there without being seen by anyone watching the park entrance. Even though the officers knew the Houston couple wasn’t supposed to be there for another forty-five minutes, they might have connections in Rhodes County.  


     Just before leaving for the park, Maude had made a trip to the jail to see Leroy once again even though she didn’t look forward to the trip. The male inmates began cat-calls when she walked in the door, smooching up to her, calling her sexy grandma. Even one was making masturbation signs to her as she walked across the corridor toward him. They were the trusties, the men who did the cleaning and maintenance of the building for jail credits, a kind of ‘get out of jail free’ card.  She eyed them all, shook her head at their nonsense and continued about her business with Leroy. 


     Leroy didn’t want to see or hear from Maude ever again. He had already been sucker punched twice and called a snitch enough times to last him forever. Maybe he made the wrong choice. Maybe he should have tried to bluff his way through as he had done most of his life. Now here she was again and the trouble would start all over. 


     She had decided to help Leroy, to keep him from getting beat up in county jail. Enough of that would happen when he finally began his prison sentence. Meanwhile, keeping him safe was her responsibility. She told the control room operator that an official visit had been approved for her and sat down to wait for Leroy to enter the room accompanied by a guard. 


     In the two hours since she had seen him, Leroy had been punched in the jaw and forehead, his right eye already showing the bruise. “What do you want?” he asked sullenly. 


     “I want the guns, the gun that you used to kill Jenny Marx and Spillar and the one you used on the sheriff. Keep in mind, I have most of what I need from you, and nothing about this place draws me to return.”  


     “It’s in the post office box. Same one I gave you before. You would have found it anyway. How did you know it was me that shot the lawdog?” 


     “You’re right, but better for you to give it up than we find it accidentally, and as far as the bullet in Jack Fuller, I didn’t know for sure it was yours until just now.” 


     “The next thing, my concern for your safety-that’s really why I’m am here- as well as to tell you that if you make any attempt to call any of your coconspirators, the deal is off. We will prosecute and ask for a death sentence. 


     “The way I’m going to help you is to let you yell at me when I leave. I will walk out of here, right by that feral group that’s waiting over there, and you may yell at me that you aren’t saying anything, that you will take your chances with a jury. You may not cuss me, but you can make it sound real. Then when you’re done, I will look back at you and tell you that you had your chance. Now, do you have all that?” 


     Leroy nodded, uncertain what she wanted from him, but able to see some relief to part of his situation. She reminded him again about talking to anyone and he nodded, agreeing.  


      “I won’t.” he whispered. 


     The inmate played his part admirably, yelling at the top of his voice that she could stuff her offer, and Maude told him in the presence of the trusty’s gossip train that he had been given the only opportunity he was going to get, and deserved whatever happened. She wished him well and left the building. 


     She was thinking about that conversation bouncing around in Jack’s county vehicle. He noticed how quiet she had been for the last few minutes, and asked if she was okay. 


      “Yeah,” she said. “Sometimes I get really sick of criminals.” 


     Jack laughed his one short bellow, his face never changing. Maude looked straight at him, wondering if he was having a seizure. 


     There was still some time left before the killers were to show up, time for the lawmen to get in position. If their plan was good, the killers wouldn’t suspect a trap, and would come fully expecting to find a blackmailer ready with his demands. They would try to kill him, having no reason to hear him out. The minutes crept by until it was time for the couple to show up.  


     Jack’s private vehicle was parked where anyone could see it as they drove into the park, its blue tinged, silver paint job hard to miss. He had already stated that the person who put any scratches on it would walk the plank. Maude translated that to mean the offender would be sorely chastised. 


     Whiz, a bullet flew overhead, followed by another from somewhere out in the grass flats away from the park.  


     “Get down, everyone. Joe,” Maude whispered, “Come with me, let’s circle around, come in behind them. Jack, you and Ernest got this?” 


     He motioned her off, acknowledging that he and Ernest could take care of themselves. He knelt low after finding a place of cover behind a park sign.  


     “Be careful.” Jack said to the departing figures.  


     Picking a trail around wet cow-pies and prickly pears was never Maude’s favorite thing to do, but getting shot wasn’t either. She had been there before. The polecat had got one up on them and sneaked into the park without being seen. She would have to see about that. A small bell of alarm was dinging; those people had no mercy and wouldn’t hesitate to shoot anyone who came into view. 


     Joe followed Maude for a few feet then took the lead moving away from her, keeping his eyes on the grass ahead. He spotted the black SUV off to the right, about a quarter mile from the park. The shooter must have seen Maude and fired, hoping the gunfire would discourage any action, having no idea who made the phone call or how many might be involved in the blackmail. 


      Joe didn’t believe there was more than one shooter, there had been no more bullets flying. He whistled to Maude, catching her attention. A figure sat in the vehicle, the tinted windows blocking any identifying features. What he saw was a shadowy figure darting below the window. 


     “I think it’s the woman,” he whispered. “I’ll be back in a minute.”  


     Crawling as fast as he could through the tall dead grass, Joe came up behind the vehicle. The door handle was close, in reach of his fingers. He tried it quietly, hoping it was unlocked. The warning bell of the big door started sounding and the engine revved, surging forward, with Joe hanging onto the door handle. He was afraid to turn loose where she could run him down. 


     Quickly, Joe pulled himself up and grabbed the door above the window, holding on as the moving truck bounced his legs and feet against objects on the ground. Ginger saw the blackmailer trying to get in her car and punched the accelerator, but in her panic she lost control of the steering wheel, and ran the left side of the vehicle into a huge clump of prickly pear cactus. The big wheel rolled over the obstruction and rose in the air as the spines of the cactus penetrated the thin rubber tires. 


     Joe was hanging on, his shoes covered in cow pie and cactus spines. When the driver’s side rose in the air, the passenger side tilted downward and Joe manipulated his legs inside, pulling his weapon as he gained control. 


     “Stop the vehicle!” he yelled above the sound of the engine. “Get your foot off the gas.” 


     “It ain’t going nowhere.” Ginger said. “The tire is flat. I knew I should have bought new ones when I had the money.” 


     “Put your hands up,” Joe said. “Up higher, now hold onto that strap above the window and don’t move.” 


     “Are you a cop?” Ginger asked, confused.  


     “That’s right. Joe Allen, Homicide. You’re under arrest,” he said, removing the key from the ignition. He leaned to the side and put his cuffs on the woman’s hands, attaching them through the grab strap.  


     “Jeez. We thought you was a black-mailer,” she said, adding, “My God you stink, and you’re getting cow poop all over my truck.” 


     When Joe broke away to capture the person in the vehicle, Maude was left to find the shooter. She didn’t mind the detail, she was patient and he probably wasn’t. She watched the tall grass, looking for movement. 


     He tried to back away to get back to Ginger. Harry had seen Joe headed for the truck and hoped to get to him first, but the grass off to the right where the man had come from was moving, hiding someone. 


     Harry repositioned himself, prepared to jump and start running toward the truck, hoping to waylay the man and then run the other figure down with the big SUV.  Just as Harry rose to run, he saw a tall, skinny woman out of the corner of his eye, both her hands leveling a gun, her body in a cop-stance that experience had taught him to recognize.  


     “Put the gun down,” Maude yelled across the distance. “I will blow you all the way back to Houston. Put it down, Harry.” 


     The use of his name did it. He couldn’t go to prison--they’d hook him up. He had done too much. Better this way. His movement was calculated, slow, a turning and lifting, index finger steady, finding the trigger on the powerful .45 caliber gun. 


      “Oh hell, I don’t think so,” Harry said, the last word leaving his lips as the top of his head exploded. 


     Across the field, the vehicle was still, its windows dark. A picture of a small red snake was stuck to the back window. Maude had faith in Joe’s ability to take care of himself. She waited for a minute till the door opened on the passenger side and he stepped out, moving her way.  


     “Are you all right, partner?” he asked. 


     She sighed. “I tried to stop him, to get him to give it up, but he wouldn’t. I guess he chose the best way for him to die, but I wish he hadn’t.” 


     “The woman is in the vehicle. As I was cuffing her, I noticed Ernest coming up close behind you. If you hadn’t got Harry, Ernest would have.”  


     “That’s comforting to know. Ernest is a good man to have on your team.” 


     The woman, Ginger, was crying, leaning her head against the window. Joe hated to hear any woman cry, even one that tried to run him over with a truck.  


     “We’ll get you to jail here in a little while. Maybe you can get in touch with a lawyer.” 


     “Lot of good that will do. I got no money.” 


     “The court will appoint a lawyer for you. In the meantime, let me advise you of your rights.” 


     “I know ‘em. You don’t have to tell me, handsome. What’s a good-looking guy like you doing in a cop’s job? You ought to be an escort, pulling in the big bucks.” 


     Joe glanced at Maude to see if she had overheard the exchange, hoping against hope, that she hadn’t, but knowing instinctively he would hear about it later. Some things were so good you savored them for a while. 


     Jack arrived in his vehicle, pleased to see that none of the officers were hurt. He approached Ginger and stared at her for a minute.  


     “How did you get mixed up with these guys?” he asked her. 


     “I needed money,” she said, shrugging her shoulders. “They offered.” 


     The emergency vehicle arrived and carried the body of Harry Charles to the morgue, and a tow-truck attached a winch to the black SUV. The lab crew came and looked the scene over, took some notes, and nodded as they left the area. Just another day in the life of a crime scene technician. 


    

      


    


  




  

     Chapter 23 


     The trip back to the motel was quiet, with Maude thinking about the killers and the woman. Ginger surprised her with her no feeling of guilt or empathy for the two victims. She was inured to the violence. It wasn’t her first time to be part of a killing spree. Jack had assured Maude that he would get the story out of her. He and his deputies would take over. She reminded him that he should take it easy. 


     The shooting had to be analyzed by Madison’s internal affairs since Maude’s license was carried by the police department. It was time to go home anyway, at least for a while, until they were needed to testify for the prosecution.  


     The next morning, after a speedy inquest into the death of Harry Charles, Maude handed over case notes to Sheriff Jack, keeping a copy for herself. She called the Child Protective Services office to ask about the Spillar boy and was told that his grandmother took him home with her. The case worker said that home with the grandmother was not the best place for the boy, but it was the best she could do at the time. At least it was better than foster care with strangers. 


     Maude checked out of the motel and said goodbye to Jesus Jones. He seemed very sad to see her go. She thanked him for his help, and he seemed gratified that she took the time to speak to him. 


     The next thing was to call Lieutenant James Patterson back home, and tell him they were on their way. He told her to come in the next day around noon. That would be soon enough. She was surprised, and thanked him. He told her that it was a formality, to turn her gun in to IAD, because she had been working for another agency, but they would get a copy of the Rhodes County inquest, and it shouldn’t take long to clear her. Maude was so tired that she really didn’t care. She also felt depressed because the job hadn’t been finished. The boss was still at large and would find others willing to do his bidding. 


     It was business as usual back at home. Maude’s renter, an older man named David Gertz who had lost his wife a few years back was a dependable man on a fixed income. Maude allowed him to pay part of the monthly rent with work on the property, and on her house. During her time away from home, he had painted the porch, and cleaned the deck with a pressure washer. The fresh look inspired her to do some cleaning of her own, an activity that took her mind off the murders at Edwards Bay. 


     The buzz at the Cop Shop was over a narcotics bust that had gone down in the elite part of Madison. A friend of the mayor had been busted for importing cocaine from a source that originated in South America. A dealer in the Harper district, the seamier part of town, had snitched on the guy. It wasn’t that the bust was really large, it was the way it was done that had everyone interested. Right now drug enforcement officers were looking for the importers, the ones who cut the deals with the growers and packers. 


     A cruise ship based in Florida had a dozen employees connected to the drug trade and regularly bypassed ship security to get the cocaine on and off whatever cruise ship they were assigned to work. They said it was an on-going business and they usually delivered to a port in Houston. The dust on the street from that buy was worth maybe five hundred thousand, not enough to cause the narcotics squad much grief, but an acquaintance of the mayor incriminated her in the deal, saying she put up half the money for the shipment and the mayor provided the rest. It wasn’t looking good for city officials who had connections with either of the people named in the bust. 


     Maude was grateful she didn’t work Narcotics. Homicide investigations were much more straight forward, and easier to manage than the narc cases that came in to the Cop Shop. She was sorry for the mayor, a newly elected young Yale graduate who thought she could learn politics at the ground level. 


     For a medium-sized city, Madison had few notorious crimes. Once in a while something would come up to put them on the map. The Heartless Killer was probably the most famous of cases, a period in Maude’s life she was determined to keep on the shelf.  


     Within two days, she had her papers cleared and made an appointment with the police psychiatrist, a necessity before going back to work. The session was brief, the doctor taking Maude back through the incident to help her contend with the guilt that might remain after the shooting. She regretted that the man had chosen the path that he took, but it was self-defense from her position, and the what-ifs didn’t linger in her mind. Harry Charles had chosen his path, and forced it on Maude. If she felt anything, it was anger at the man for his decision. 


     The weekend was near, and no news from Sheriff Jack had reached her. Maude wanted to call, but held back, letting the man do his job. It was Jack’s call, whatever happened. The murderers had been found, and were in custody or dead. Her job was done, because Jack was physically well enough to run his own business. 


     Sitting on her freshly painted and cleaned porch during the evenings made Maude remember her mother and all the years she had lived in the same house. She missed Grace, missed seeing her in the yard, working in the bed of canna bulbs, getting ready for the new blooming. Being alone was lonely sometimes, especially at holidays. Christmas was coming, and Lilly Ann informed Joe that she would be there for a week, visiting her aunt. Maude knew it was Joe that had prompted the visit by her niece. The young woman felt close to Joe after the scare she had. He had been supportive during her fears, and had offered her his strength. Maude nodded to herself, approving of the two. Lilly Ann would find no finer man than Joe Allen. 


     She called Bill on impulse Friday morning from home, and asked him to come down for the weekend. He seemed happy at the thought and said he would be there Saturday morning if she could pick him up from the airport. The rest of the day was easy, a few calls came into the Cop Shop, but most were looking for information. 


     That night Maude went by the drug store and picked up the box color she used on her hair. The blonde highlights helped erase some of the tiredness from her face, and a long, hot soak, and facial pack helped her mood as much as her appearance. 


     It was good to see Bill the next morning, unchanged in appearance from the first time she had seen him in Philadelphia. His hair was a little bit longer, but the mustache, wide mouth and strong chin were the same. Maude looked into Bill’s brown eyes and saw his delight in being there. She smiled at him, and her heart gave a little flutter when he smiled back. Funny, she thought, how that man made her feel like a girl again. 


     Bill’s arms wrapped around her, squeezing her as if he never wanted to let her go, and she liked that. She liked most things about Bill, including the pure goodness that seeped from him, covering anything that physical aging had done. He was a treasure; that was for sure.  


     “Bill, you hungry?” She asked when they finally got his bag loaded and into her pick-up. “I made one of the two dishes that I’m good at-beef tacos-and cold beer to wash them down with. Kind of early for lunch, but I missed breakfast. What do you say?” She asked, noticing the warmth of his hand on her right knee.  


     “Yeah. I could eat. Unless you have a better idea,” he said. 


     Maude gave him a look that he already knew was coming, but she surprised him with a grin. “We’ll see how you talk at the end of this trip. Old fellow like you might be crying calf-rope.” 


     Bill almost fell over laughing with her response. “I might at that Maudie girl, I might at that.” 


     The weekend went too fast for her, and before she knew it, they were sitting in her pick-up at the airport. Bill leaned over and kissed her on the cheek.  


     “Something I want you to think about while I’m gone. There’s a company not too far from here, makes computer chips, parts. Friend of mine knows the CEO and put in a good word for me. They want to hire me to run their security. What would you think about me moving down to Texas? I have my time in with Philly PD, so retirement is an option. Don’t say anything now, wait, chew it over and tell me later, when you’ve had some time. I have a month or so to make my decision. You know why I would want to make the move, to be with you.” 


     “What about your children, grandchildren?” she asked him. 


     “They have their lives, and most of the time, they don’t need me around, cluttering up the place. Besides, my son is going to Argentina to work for three years. He’ll be leaving with his family sometime this year. Like I said, don’t say anything now. Let me know when you’ve thought about it some. Meanwhile, give me a kiss; I have to catch my plane.” 


     After he stepped out of her truck and walked away, Maude was still dumbfounded with the turn of events that might bring Bill closer to her. She knew that there was no need to wait. She picked up her phone, and texted a message to him. “Get ready to move, Bill. I want you here.” 


     Sunday night she was in a daze, thinking of Bill and missing him. She saw him in the chairs he had occupied, the spot on the floor where his boots had sat overnight. It would be good to have him close by. They would have to talk about that, the place he would live. Bill hadn’t said what city he would work in, just that it was nearby. She hoped it was really close. 


     Monday morning came quickly, another week beginning, and still nothing from Jack about the Edwards Bay murder case, and any new information that might lead them to Leroy’s boss. No news must mean just that, there was nothing new to help with the arrest of the man who arranged the murders. They still had no idea of the motive behind the killing of Aaron Dennis and Jenny Marx. 


     The phone in the office had a direct line to other agencies, a convenience that cost the city very little to maintain good relations with other cities and counties in Texas. Without thinking much about it, Maude called Jack and was rewarded by his voice on the phone.  


     “Hello, Jack, she said. “Good to hear your voice.” 


     “And yours as well, Maude. Got used to seeing your face while you were here.” 


     “How is the case going, Jack?” 


     “Well, Ginger sung her song, and the prosecutor listened, but detected no remorse for her actions. Seems the woman was more concerned with her own discomfort than she was the rape and murders that day. Ginger said she was forced to go along, but that girl, Janie, didn’t buy it. She told Ginger that at any time after the incident she could have come forward with the story. So Ginger has been charged with conspiracy to commit rape and murder and a few other things.” 


     “I suspect she’ll do some time for those.” Maude said. 


     “Well, let’s hope so.” Jack ventured. “Wouldn’t want her back on the streets too soon.”  


     “Anything on the boss?”  


     “Not much. My men went to Houston, to that box at the post office. Took that key of Leroy’s, there was a gun in there, but nothing else. He must have dumped the other gun. They took prints, checked with the Post Office, but the only information about the box pertained to Leroy. He rented it and paid once a month to keep it. I did find out a thing or two about that fellow who abducted your niece.” 


     “What was that?” 


     “We talked to someone who was out at the house, well, actually he was passing by and saw a man getting in a silver Mercedes. The reason he remembered was no one in that neighborhood can even spell that word, much less think of owning a car by that name.” 


     “Did he write down the tag number?” 


     “He did. We checked it, but it came back to a dead man in Flagstaff, Arizona, man named Borden, John Borden-been dead for about ten years. Looks like he’s up walking or someone helped himself to the name.” 


     “I am fairly certain the man who was watching me at the motel was the same fellow who took Lilly Ann. His car was registered to a dead man in Flagstaff. So that makes it more than a suspicion.” 


     “Think he’s connected to the Bay murders?” Jack asked. 


     “Seems worrisome, but I can’t say.” Maude said, something bothering her about the whole business. I’ll think on it. Meanwhile, what will you do now?” 


     “I guess we’ll hold off, see if Leroy comes across with something.” 


     “Maybe you can ask him how the boss first got in touch with him. Or send an email pretending to be Leroy. See if he responds.” 


     “That’s an idea, Maude. I hadn’t thought of that.” 


     “Take care, Jack. I wouldn’t want to lose you. I don’t have that many friends. Say hello to your wife for me. Tell her she’s got a good man.” 


     Jack snorted his strange laugh and disconnected the phone. 


     The weekend came again and nothing was on her agenda except two days off. She spoke to Joe and told him she was thinking of a quick, round trip to Flagstaff, Arizona. She said it was pleasure trip, but she might look into something that had come up. Joe seemed interested, but since she didn’t ask him to come along, he didn’t insist on going. Maude wished later he had asked to go, because she really liked his company. 


     The flight was turbulent, the wind buffeted the airplane until she was feeling a little nauseated, but her health returned quickly when the plane settled down. It was gone completely when she deplaned at the airport. Grabbing a cab in Flagstaff took a while. There seemed to be more people waiting for cabs than was usual at a large airport. When she finally did get in the backseat of one, the driver told her that the president had been in town for a quick speech and the roads were backed up. 


     Finally on their way, Maude asked the cabbie take her to a cemetery, which one she didn’t know, but maybe he could pick the oldest one first. She said she was hoping to find some information on a man who died a few years back. His name was John Borden and had lived in Flagstaff for many years. The cabbie had no idea about the man, but agreed to her request for it meant a long fare, and he was a little short that week. He told her that he would wait for her, not charging her full meter price. 


     The cemetery was St. Peters Memorial, and the caretaker cottage was near the chapel. A man whose back was humped from years of poring over records came to the door and asked what she wanted. The records of St. Peters showed that there were hundreds of names on the rolls, some of them Bordens, and some of those John Borden, but the specificity of dying ten years earlier didn’t work. He then directed her to another, newer cemetery about three miles away, where he thought she might search. 


     A younger man with overalls and a friendly smile was on the grounds of the other cemetery when she arrived. It had no religious affiliation, but was city-owned property, leased and cared for by a private organization. She asked the caretaker about John Borden, and he directed her to the two of different graves, each with the name Borden as surname. John Borden, age 75, had died almost ten years ago, the victim of a fall inside his home. His wife was also buried there, having died of a self-ingested dose of poison two days after her husband.  


     Maude asked the driver to take her to the local newspaper office where she could search for the old editions, especially the ones from around ten years earlier. She surfed thorough the digital papers finally finding the one concerning the woman’s death.  


     The article was brief, describing the woman as Wilma Penrose Borden, 73 years old, housewife and mother of two daughters, Ellen Borden Matthews and Isabella Borden Dawson. Grandchildren weren’t mentioned in the article, neither was the service publicized. The woman was found in her bed, her mouth in a rictus of death past any medical intervention. The writer noted the short time between the woman’s passing and her husband’s. John Borden had suffered a fall that took his life only two days earlier. The coroner ruled Wilma Borden’s death a suicide by self-administered poison. 


     “Please, take me to my hotel,” Maude told the cabbie. She didn’t know how the words came out of the chaos that was her mind. Her shoulders felt the weight of discovery upon them. This can’t be true, she thought sometime later, it can’t be happening. There must be a mistake. The gin bottle called her, its soothing liquid drowning her thoughts of evil that roamed the earth wearing the faces of men.  


     The next morning was Sunday, and her flight was due to leave Flagstaff in three hours. Maude went to a small church she had passed on the way to the hotel. She prayed some, and left the fear behind, choosing to face whatever it was coming head on. 


     On the way to the airport she called her partner, hoping she hadn’t wakened him from a deep sleep. 


     “Joe Allen here,” he said. His voice was clear, and wide awake. 


     “Joe, Maude. I’m about to board a plane from Flagstaff headed home.” 


     “Find out anything?’ he asked, a small yawn creeping into his voice. 


     “Maybe. I need for you to do a search on the Madison-MacArthur Psychiatric Hospital for the criminally insane. See if any major changes have taken place there. Check for an increase in incidents since a year ago. Look for anything that might have changed the status quo.” 


     “Okay, want to tell me what I’m really looking for?” 


     “I will when I get there. See you in about five hours. Can you pick me up at the airport?” 


     “Sure, I’ll be there.” 


     “I’ll see you then.” 


     “Maude, you sound different. Anything happen there?” 


     “I’ll see you in about five hours. We can talk about it then.” 


     The trip was smooth and Maude fell asleep on the plane, a blessing as far as she was concerned. She saw flying as a necessary way to get somewhere quickly, and the best way to catch a nap while you were working.  


     The flight attendant who worked the aisle saw that Maude had awakened and asked if she would like coffee. 


     “Bless you child. I would love coffee. A whole barrelful if you have it.” 


     Her knees hurt after sitting cramped in the seat for so long, the arthritis flaring in the stiff joints. Soon, she promised herself, I’ll get some plastic parts. She swallowed two ibuprofens with a small amount of water from a bottle in her bag, the dry residue of the bitter pills burning her throat as she choked them down. She heard it often, getting old isn’t for sissies, the words well-spoken by someone living the life. 


     The airport was almost empty, the commuters already gone, leaving the people such as her, traveling on a last minute impulse or necessity. She saw Joe outside waiting for her, worry lines across his young forehead as he watched for her. She gave him a wave, trying to ease his concern, but it came out half-hearted, an afterthought.  


     The door to Joe’s car was open, waiting for her, his 1966 Mustang classic a beauty of a ride. Maude remembered when she had seen the pink one on the car lot, back in September of 1965. She loved it immediately, but could only gaze at it from afar. Now here she was riding in a blue one just like it, with a handsome young man of only twenty-nine years. My, how far she had come. 


     The wind blew the remaining cobwebs of airplane sleep from her head, the reality of the city where she lived buoying her mood. She felt better just having Joe around. She knew it would only wait a few more minutes. Soon he would know Richard Dawson was back in business. Perhaps, she thought, someone has used him and his sickness for their other reasons; maybe to grind their own axe, someone I’ve dealt with in the past. Of course it was possible. But Joe, like her, would quickly dismiss an imposter, recognizing the work of a real psychopath when it was presented. 


     The alarm bell had sounded when she saw the envelope with her name. She had seen that scrawl before, but had forgotten, or maybe she had forbidden the thought to come. The blatant teasing of a watcher had seemed almost a benevolent action in his benign, bright blue Chevy. Lilly Ann, the most precious of all that Maude held dear, abducted and frightened beyond measure, but unharmed. They were all immaculately planned incidents from the mind of a bona-fide madman. 


     “Joe, you got time for coffee, and for me to get a smoke? I have to tell you a story.” 


     It was a little later, the coffee was cold in his cup, hers had been refilled twice during the time she sat and smoked her second unfiltered of the day. She had learned to make them last. He was silent, thinking. She left him alone in his reverie, just as she had been since last night.  


     “Think you could be wrong?” He asked, just because it was the thing to do. 


     “Sure, I guess I could. Which part though? The part where I think he killed his grandparents, and took their house and possessions, or the part where he is now using the old man’s name to buy vehicles?” 


     “Nothing has changed about the place in the last year, Maude. They haven’t had any new incidences since the inmate was killed a few months back. Dawson is still there, or at least he was when we checked last. Is he that good at what he does; can he really fool a houseful of psychiatrists?” 


     “I don’t know Joe. That’s why I went to Flagstaff. I remembered something from the records about a man named John Borden, some part of Dawson’s life that was used by his lawyer to prove insanity. I prayed I was wrong. I pray that I am wrong now.” 


     “Tomorrow, when the hospital is open for visitors, I’m going to face him, to see if the man is still alive in the body, orchestrating chaos. Only then can I be sure. You can go if you want, Joe, but I won’t feel bad if you don’t.’ 


     “Oh, I’ll go with you, wouldn’t miss it.” Joe answered. “So how about we get out of here, and I take you home. Then I’m going to play some pool, and drink a lot of beer.” 


     “Sounds good. I think I’ll get in touch with Jack and tell him some of what I think has been happening. He deserves to know of the possibility.” 


    

      


    


  




  

     Chapter 24 


     The next day started badly for Maude. Her head ached, and a cloud seemed to cover all the blue in her eyes. She vaguely remembered the last drink she had taken before passing out on the bed. A sickness filled her guts; her drinking was taking its toll. She thought about alternatives to booze, and that made her headache worse. Maybe after a cigarette and a cup of black coffee she would feel like a human again. The morning sky was filled with rainclouds, a great thing for a country in a drought, but a bad thing for a person who already had a headache. 


     A little later, it eased, and her stomach settled, but Maude’s disposition was still sour. She wondered what was happening to her life; drinking it away wasn’t helping solve any problems. If anything, the booze was making problems of its own. She eased into the shower, hating again the large reservoir that dumped water upon her. She vowed that after today she would never be troubled again by the piece of crap shower head. 


     Stretching her arms upward, Maude began her breast exam as she did without fail each week, in honor of her mother. The fear of cancer was strong in her. She thought it was because of the control the disease exercised upon the body. A person such as her mother had no choice but to live with it until it finally took her life. Now, fully satisfied that she had beaten the disease one more week, Maude left the bathroom and got dressed, her mood lifting some as the sun broke through the clouds. 


     Getting to work was faster those days. Her lieutenant had insisted Maude be given a better car to drive after the Heartless Killer was finally jailed and neither she, nor her partner was ever officially credited with the killer’s capture. Lieutenant Patterson had felt guilty that Maude was treated badly by the chain of command, more especially by their captain who wanted to be rid of her. The best that Patterson could do was to give her a new model, unmarked car. Up to that time, she had been forced to drive an old beater car whose noise gave advance notice of her approach to a crime scene. 


     Most of the time, she and Joe switched out who would drive since it was a lot more satisfying now to be behind the wheel. Besides a smooth ride, the new car had a top of the line computer in the dash, making it easy to stop and write a report without leaving the vehicle. 


     It was Monday morning, a workday, and Maude headed out to fetch Joe from his apartment near downtown, stopping first to run through the drive-in for coffee and a breakfast taco. It was a ritual that she enjoyed when it happened. The street where Joe lived was about five miles from the Cop Shop, the big building that housed the police agency of Madison. Most of the time, he rode his bike to work. The detectives’ offices were located near the warrant division, making for a more convenient transfer of information when actual paperwork had to be exchanged. Digital information was being used more and more, but there were still signed documents that required paper. 


     Joe had researched the website of the hospital already and found that everything was intact, no reported escapes or unusual activity. The information that Maude had obtained on her own in Flagstaff had to be recorded along with other case facts. She used the term information for her report, making it short with observations, but no personal bias. It was business as usual, regardless of her intuition. 


     When they came into the office, Joe took a left into the Patterson’s office and stayed a few minutes, and then returned with a silly grin. Maude raised her eyebrows, wondering what could be funny in James Patterson’s office early in the morning. “Taking some vacation days, that’s all,” he said. 


     “Going somewhere?” she asked him.  


     “I’m thinking about taking a trip down past Rhodes County toward Ellison. Maybe spend some time with your niece, get some fishing done too. Want to come?” 


     “No, you two don’t need me around. I’m going to get with Jack and make a trip to Houston to check out B&G Transport. When are you leaving?” 


     “Friday, be back Tuesday. I don’t want to run out on you for too long. Lieutenant put me on desk duty today, got to catch up with my expense reports and some paperwork from the trip. Sorry I can’t go with you to see Dawson.” 


     “I’m going to clear with the Lieutenant and maybe leave in the morning for a day or so to Houston. Maybe back the same day, but I kind of doubt it. That’s a long trip. I could go by and see if our friend Jesus Jones is still turning over rocks. I also want to put in a word for him with Jack, maybe make the man an honorary deputy. We owe a debt to the man for spotting Leroy.” Maude was thinking about the trip already, hoping to wrap up the rest of the Edwards Bay murder case. 


     “You want to go where?” Patterson asked. “What have you lost in Houston?”  


     “We didn’t get to finish the investigation, the man who organized the hit hasn’t been found yet. If we go to Houston, there’s connection with a transport company that owns the van one of the killers drove. I don’t need to do Jack’s work for him, I want to help find the man who had those people killed. I’m willing to take a couple of vacation days to do it.” 


     Patterson looked around his office and out in the big room full of cubicles that were occupied by detectives doing their paperwork and waiting for lunch. 


     “Two days, Maude. That’s all I can give you, but your partner has to stay. I need one of you on duty here.” 


     “Great, Lieutenant, I’ll give Jack a call. Then I’m taking a drive out to the hospital. Would you like to ride along?” 


     “I think I would, Maude, I wouldn’t mind getting out, seeing the city.” 


     Sheriff Jack Fuller was in the middle of eating a sandwich bag of Captain Crunch when the phone rang. Most of his department was slow that morning and it seemed slower because of the hectic pace of the previous two weeks. The Prosecution was all set to bring Leroy and Ginger to trial for the murders, but rumor was his defense attorney was going to try to get Leroy’s confession thrown out. It wasn’t looking good since Harry Charles was dead and his testimony unheard.  


     The idea of going to Houston and finding the Boss was a good one. Jack was ready, and he would be ready the next morning. The ride to Houston would be long and interesting with Maude Rogers along. He figured they would take his county car, it was unmarked and comfortable.  


     The trip with James Patterson opened a whole new window for Maude. He tended to talk very little in the office, but in the car, it was difficult to get a word in. He was wound up, glad to be back on a police call, even if it was no more than a handshake with other officials. The hospital for the criminally insane didn’t offer much that a person could take home as news, but it had been a while since Patterson made the rounds with any of his detectives. He didn’t have a sergeant in Homicide, just the four detectives, which made him the go-to guy in all situations. 


     A big building loomed ahead, a surprise to the first-time visitor. The surrounding scenery was mostly hill country grass and trees. A Madrone or two stood near a group of cedars, their evergreen beauty always a wonder.  Light colored stone covered the huge building, the latest addition to the Madison-MacArthur cooperative effort. The City of McArthur was much smaller than Madison but their tax base was huge, with large industrial companies moving into the area. The city could afford to purchase the stone.  


     Maude glanced over at her lieutenant, hearing him rattling off, wondering if his wife ever let him talk at home.  


     “When did you last visit this place?” she asked him when he finally gave her an opening. 


     “The day they had the grand opening; that was the one and only time I’ve been here. To tell you the truth, these places give me the creeps.” 


     “I know what you mean. I wouldn’t be here today if I didn’t feel I had to do it. We’ll be going to the 22nd floor, that’s where the violent and aggressive ones are housed. On Dawson’s one year anniversary an inmate was killed here. The killer was never discovered. Some thought it might be Dawson, but he was catatonic, also he’s locked in his cell most of the time. I guess there are some hours he gets out for therapy, or some kind of activity, but the security staff were certain he was incapable of the killing. 


     “Makes me feel better knowing a guy like him will be here forever.” Patterson said, a small shiver running down his arms in the big elevator. 


     “Hey, she said, after the long trip into the building. “We’re here. This is the twenty second floor.” 


     The two police officers walked through the wide bullet-proof glass door, observing the rooms with locked entrances. A planned parade of soft colors had every door a different shade, the rainbow broken down into peaceful pastels.  


     “Nice looking place. This isn’t the room where Dawson is housed. These people are temporary residents. The facility tries to make the short stays very pleasant.” Maude had been there before. 


     Identification was required at the desk by security personnel who also took their weapons and deposited them in a locked safety area. It was awkward for Maude to give up her Glock for it was a part of her daily uniform. 


     “We’re here to see Richard Dawson #73, police business. We want a visual of the inmate and would like to speak to his personal physician.” 


     “Please, be seated, Detective. We’ll call Doctor Hopkins.” The first officer told them. 


     Maude began to want a cigarette in the worst way-the thought of having to see Dawson again had triggered the nicotine urge. She held her thoughts, observing the staff and their routines.  


     “Where are they? Patterson asked. “They in cells or rooms?” 


     “The men and women on this floor have iron bars to keep them in. Rooms are for those who have never killed for pleasure.” 


     “Excuse me. Sorry to keep you waiting, I am Doctor Ian Hopkins. I understand you need proof of Number 73’s welfare?” 


     Maude and her lieutenant introduced themselves and showed the doctor their badges.  “You could call it that. Do you have some time, Doctor?” 


     He looked at his watch and frowned. “Yes,” he said, “but only for a few minutes.” 


     “Is there somewhere we can talk besides this corridor?” Patterson asked, his phobia getting the better of him. 


     “Of course, please step into my office,” Hopkins said, opening one of the locked pastel doors. He seated himself in the chair behind the desk and asked what they wanted to know. 


     “Has Richard Dawson’s condition changed since he has been incarcerated here?” 


     “Why, what do you mean? Our job is to help him heal, to realize the wrongness of the actions he performed. We always hope our clients have become less burdened during their stay.” 


     “How much do you know about this man, Doctor Hopkins?” Maude responded. 


     “A great deal, I’m afraid. He was a very troubled man when he arrived. His mental condition, I am sorry to say has not changed much.” 


     “When Dawson was first admitted, he was in very critical condition from a bicycle/motor vehicle accident. He was catatonic as well. That’s what I want to know, does Dawson have his wits about him?” 


     “No, I’m afraid not.” Hopkins ruefully admitted. “Too much happened to his brain, the damage can’t be undone.” 


     “How sure are you of that, Doctor Hopkins? Would you bet your kid’s life on it?” 


     Hopkins sat still for a minute then nodded. “Yes, I would.” 


     “May we see him?” 


     “I’m sorry, but it is water-therapy time, and Mr. Dawson is not available. If you want to schedule an appointment, we can make sure he is in his room. He has never had a visitor.” 


     “Sorry to bother you Doctor Hopkins. We’ll be on our way. You’ve answered our questions.” Patterson said, his phobia getting the better of him. He turned and left the room, in a hurry to retrieve his weapon and leave the building. 


     “Thank you, Doctor, for your help. I will call and make an appointment.” Maude said. 


      He looked surprised for a moment, then nodded. “Here is my card. Please call me for the scheduling.” 


     A while later when the car was moving away from the parking lot, James Patterson apologized, but Maude told him there was no need, that they all had booger bears of one kind or another in their closets 


     “Are you satisfied about him now?” Patterson asked. 


     “I guess I am, but that means someone is using Dawson’s information.” 


     “For what purpose, do you think?” Patterson asked. 


     “I don’t know Lieutenant, but you can believe I’ll find out.” She said, guiding the car away from the grounds of the hospital. 


     Later, much later, after the gin bottle ran out, Maude acknowledged that she might not find the perpetrator who abducted Lilly Ann. Someone had set it up and the blonde man from the Chevy had done the work, but the person calling the shots was a mystery. The girl wouldn’t be so easy a target again, although Maude had an idea that the whole ordeal had been an elaborate game for attention, and would not be played again. She shivered a moment, thinking of how much worse it could have been. 


    

      


    


  




  

     Chapter 25 


     Driving was as comfortable as an old hat to Maude, especially on roads she had travelled before. She got most of her thinking done behind the wheel. Her truck was a fairly new model, with a lot of conveniences, making driving a pleasure and she used it for hauling things for her house and garden that wouldn’t  fit into a car trunk. It was also good to have a carry place for equipment for work when the need arose. The trip to Houston required nothing other than her wits. 


     The road to Jack Fuller’s place was fairly straight and ran a 70 mph speed limit, a quick trip actually. She drove for three hours, and pulled into his driveway to find him sitting on the porch, enjoying the brief respite from the cold wet weather that had plagued the area for quite some time. 


     “Howdy Jack, Sarah,” Maude said, stepping onto the porch. “Nice weather, don’t blame you for sitting out.” 


     “Hello Maude,” Sarah said, her eyes worried. “You’ll be alright today?” 


     It wasn’t a reassurance, it was a question, and Sarah had just given Maude an instruction to bring her husband back the way she found him. 


     “Yes,” she said, “I hope so. Keep us in your prayers, Sarah.” 


     “I do,” she said, “All the time.” 


     Later, Jack was driving the county car and Maude was riding along, sipping on a cup of black coffee from a thermos. 


      “Good coffee. Thank Sarah, for me,” she said. “She seemed upset this morning.” 


     “I think she’s a little worried about the trip. She knows what we might be facing.” 


     “I’m glad someone knows, Jack, because I don’t have the darndest idea what we’re going to run into. Did you find out anything more from Leroy, any connection to the robbery and killing of the jewelry store owner?” 


     “Not much. His memory is getting shorter since he got that smart lawyer. But in my opinion, Leroy killed him with that chisel. It always bothered me-what kind of weapon would make holes in a man like that.” 


     “So who hired his lawyer?” Maude asked, wishing she had her second cigarette. 


     “Not sure, he showed up from somewhere. Said Leroy called him, but I don’t believe it. I think someone else bought his time.” 


     “You think they’ll try to kill him?” 


     “I don’t know Maude. They might, if they can get him out.” 


     “What about his deal with the prosecutor? That’ll go away if the lawyer tries to get the case tossed.” 


     “True, but our friend Leroy may not think that far ahead. I believe he is being offered bad advice from his lawyer.” Jack said. “Is it time for lunch, Maude? I could use a little bite, and a King Edward cigar.” 


     “I believe it is, Jack. If you’ll stop this vehicle, I believe I could eat. I need to go pee anyway.” 


     Jack laughed his short burst, once again surprising Maude with the brevity of his response. 


     Later, after nicotine and food in the order of importance, they continued on the road to Houston. Before long the outskirts of the large city came into view. They had the address for B&G, a transport company, but there was no information on the net. 


     Remembering the message from Harry about the company being connected to the Mob, Jack drove very carefully to the address on the GPS. He found a place to park around the corner of the block, on a cross-street, and proceeded to get out of the vehicle. 


     “Maude, we got no jurisdiction here. This is Harris County, so anything goes down, we got to call them. Right?” 


     “Right,” she said, agreeing with his assessment, but at the same time, making sure her weapon and extra magazine were full of ammunition.  


     “It’s my thought to find out what we can, as quickly as possible, without getting our butts shot off.” Jack said, checking his own weapon. “I assume you wore your vest?” 


     “Oh heck yeah, you attract bullets. I came prepared.” She said, looking for a way to get to the cinder block building then get inside. 


     There were two black Mercedes sports cars parked at the back of the small building, and an older model Chrysler sat alongside them. From what Maude could see, the loading dock was also behind the building, and one of the white vans was parked off to the side of it. A newer brown van was backed up to the dock, its doors thrown open in process of being unloaded. 


     Maude motioned to Jack that she would approach the dock from the side, hoping to get there unseen. She had dressed appropriately in all black, hoping to blend in with dark interiors. From what she could see, the lights were on in one room, but the rest of the building was dark. On the loading dock, sealed packing boxes the size of copy paper reams were stacked in rows. She sidled up to the dock and climbed, her knees aching from the effort as she reached the top and sat down. Pulling one of the heavy boxes from the stack toward her, Maude looked it over for an opening. 


     The seal on the cardboard was done with several pieces of corded packing tape, the type that packagers use to protect expensive goods. Maude pulled a knife from her pocket and split the box top, just enough to peek inside. She looked twice before glancing at Jack over against the other side of the dock and shrugged at the contents. 


     Jack was huffing from the effort of pulling himself to the top of the loading dock, his sore shoulder aching with the effort. Maude motioned to him to look at the box she had opened. Inside were textbooks, old ones mostly, the kind that universities send out to archivists, and for recycling. 


     “Jack,” she whispered. “These are books. They’re shipping books.” 


     Jack nodded he understood and lifted his eyebrows toward the dark interior of the warehouse. They both heard voices from inside the building. Two dock workers were returning to pick up the rest of the boxes they had offloaded. On impulse, Maude reached into the open box and removed one of the books, quickly closing it afterward. She put another box on top of the opened one and then rolled over, concealing her frame behind a forklift, the book tucked safely under her right arm. It was at those times that Maude Rogers was glad she was skinny. 


     Jack scooted off the dock, hiding behind a stack of pallets, his considerable bulk moving faster than even he thought was possible. He saw Maude and gave her the okay sign, hoping she was concealed also. Maude could see the dockworkers plainly, and she knew they were not minimum-wage loaders. Both workers had weapons on their belts, an indication that books were not the only thing being unloaded. 


     Maude knew they had no search warrant for the items on the dock, nor could they burst into the warehouse without some evidence of wrong doing on the part of the business owners. She waited until the two left, then moved quickly from her position to the ground, groaning as her boots hit the gravel. 


     “Jack, let’s get out of here while we can. We need a search warrant for this place.”  


      The sheriff nodded and agreed, leading the way back to his car parked around the corner of the block. 


     “There’s skullduggery going on here.” Jack said when they got to the car. 


     “Amen to that, and get us out of here before we get caught.” 


     Jack drove the car away a safe distance and slowed at Maude’s request.  


     “I need a cigarette, she said. I’m due one. Besides, I want to see what’s so important about an old book.” 


     A coffee shop was two blocks ahead and Jack pulled into it and parked the car.  


      “Let’s go,” he said, “I’m buying.” 


     She took the book with her, looking it over, not understanding why it was valuable. From the cover the edition didn’t seem to be old enough to be considered a rare book. She was puzzled but got her coffee and sat down, the urge for a cigarette subsiding with her lowered blood pressure. 


     “What kind of book is it Maude?” Jack asked. 


     “Let’s see,” she said, taking the tape off the outside of the cover. “They don’t usually tape these things do they?” 


     She picked up coffee with one hand and opened the book with the other, then quickly closed it, looking around at the rest of the people in the coffee shop. 


     “Jack,” she whispered, “let’s go, we have to get off this street, out of the area.” 


     Jack Fuller was no fool. He had been round the bend an back again more than once, and when he heard panic in Maude’s voice, he moved quickly to the car, started it and drove away, taking a cross street to get away from the main road from the warehouse. He didn’t know what kind of book it was that Maude was holding, but he knew for sure she was sincere about leaving. 


     Finally Jack got to a place where he could stop, and pulled into a small park, next to a live oak tree.  


     “Okay. Let’s see it.” He said. 


     Maude handed it over, careful to keep the cover upright, and watched Jack open the book. She observed his expression at seeing the opening made by the hollowed out pages. A rectangular 4” by 6” hole, about two inches deep, was cloth lined, and filled with plastic bags containing small yellow pills. 


     “Holy Crap!” Jack exclaimed. “What do we have here?” 


     “From all those little designs on them, I’d say that we have us a book full of MDMA, street named Ecstasy, E, X, or XTC, and if my guess is correct, there were crates of those boxes being unloaded into that warehouse. That was the reason for the guns.” 


     “Maude what are we into? You think Leroy had something to do with this?” 


     “No, I don’t think so. I’ve been kicking this around; hear me out and tell me what you think, Jack. This B&G Company transports what they profess to be old, used university books, but they are really hollowed out shells of books full of bags of MDMA. So where did they come from? I think a university science lab would be a likely choice. How am I doing?” 


     “Makes sense, go on.” 


     “Let’s say that we know of a university where a chemistry student was just raped and killed while on vacation.” 


     “What if that student was running instead?” Jack chimed in.  


     “Maybe she saw something, or was a part of something and got greedy. Remember, Jenny had changed her major from English to Chemistry. An unusual switch, but the professor said Jenny was brilliant. Maybe the girl needed money for school. Someone wanted to make an example of her, thus the rape, and then scalping her. Remember, Leroy said he photographed the girl after the murder. Whoever set this up wanted to send a message. What better way to control your coconspirators? Screw up-this is what we do to you.” 


     “The doctor could have been in on it, came up with the formula for a super-  powered drug, them marketed it to the Mob.” Jack was definitely thinking. 


     “You would need someone to set all that up, someone on campus to oversee, to coordinate the sale; collect the money. You would need a protector at the university, someone with huge amounts of clout, an administrator.” Maude was thinking of some of the professors she had met. 


     “Jack, we have to call in the DEA. They can storm B&G before they have a chance to shut it down.”  


     “Maude, you and I have to go to the university, find the lab where they make this stuff. They’ll start house cleaning once those men from the dock put out the word that someone stole some of the merchandise.” 


     “My gosh, Jack, what if they’re all in on it--the chemistry professor, the laboratory professors? Some would have to be, wouldn’t they?” She thought some more, watching the road as Jack drove. “Those guys on the dock, they might not remember if one of the boxes was unsealed when they off-loaded, but when the count is done, they will know someone took part of the shipment. We may still have a little time, but it won’t take long before someone at the university is on the carpet for the theft.” 


     “Do you have any friends in the DEA?” Maude asked. 


     “As a matter of fact I do,” Jack said, picking up his phone from the car seat. 


     The university campus was busy; the dorms getting ready to close for the Christmas holidays were in a state of cleaning as students loaded personal items into cars and trucks.  


     “Jack, remember when you were that young?” 


     “No Maude, I don’t. Seems I’ve been old all my life.” 


     She looked at him to see if he was joking, but his jaw was set in a firm line. She wondered about the remark, but knew if he wanted to talk about it he would in his time. They had discussed a plan after Jack had called his DEA friend, told them what article they had in their possession. The friend was one who had worked with Jack years earlier on the Machito Gomez drug bust, and knew Jack to be a straight up lawman who wouldn’t steer him wrong. He told Jack they would get on it. 


     The plan was to enter the campus and go to the science lab directly, bypassing the administration building. It was after 4:00 P.M. and some of the professors had already gone home, but the science building and lab had cars in the slots around it. Maude could see people coming and going from the building, just as it had been the last trip she had made there. She wondered just how many people were involved in the preparation of the little pills. 


     Jack was huffing and puffing from the exertion of the walk across campus, but he never faltered. He was too intent on doing his job. The university was a public place with no expectation of privacy for the criminals. They could lock the doors to keep the law officers out for a while, but Jack and Maude had planned for that. They were going to push beyond any stall tactics the criminals tried to use before the doors to the lab could be locked. 


     Maude couldn’t remember any time she had entered a university building armed, but it was happening today. There was no time to call in other people to help, not after spotting one of the white B&G vans at the dock. The driver would be loading the boxes of product, or delivering the empties for refills. 


     The receptionist at the desk was packing her bag to leave for the day as Maude and Jack burst through the door. She tried to say something, but Maude stared at her, and the girl closed her mouth and sat down, white faced with fear. She remembered Maude from the last trip, and wanted nothing more than to stay out that lady’s way. 


     The large, double doors leading from the main entry to the science building  constantly opened and closed, allowing people to leave. The melee of the departing crowd of students created a traffic block, and Maude had to step back momentarily to allow the students to pass. Quickly she recognized one of the professors walking with break-neck speed down the corridor, in the opposite direction. 


     “Going somewhere, Professor Bledsoe?” Maude yelled, catching the woman in mid-step.  


     The dumpy woman began running, as fast as she could toward the rear of the building.  


     “Oh, why do they always run?” Maude asked. Her knees were rebelling at the pace she had set. She got near Bledsoe and grabbed her arm, causing both of them to fall against a group of students leaving the classroom from across the hall. Bledsoe disengaged, and began running again, her high heels clicking against the tile floor. 


     “Oh hell,” Maude said, catching up with the professor. “Now look, Bledsoe,” she barked. “You’ve made me start cussing.” Without further ado, she tackled the hysterically crying woman who was still trying to get away. “Sit down, you’re caught,” Maude ordered. 


     Professor Bledsoe was behaving badly and she knew it. He had warned her to be on her guard, but it didn’t matter when it came down to it. She was caught, and nothing good was ever going to happen to her again. 


     “Where is he, Paula?” Maude said, putting her cuffs on the woman. 


     “Who do you mean?” the crying woman asked. 


     “Your boss.  It’s over, Paula. As they say in the movies, the gig is up.” 


     Bledsoe started wailing, out of control. Maude took the woman’s face in her hands and looked directly into her eyes. “Paula, I know you didn’t have to do with killing those two, but in the eyes of the law, you’re guilty of it all the same. If you want to help yourself, start talking, before it’s too late.” 


     “I…I didn’t have anything to do with the girl or Aaron, I just needed the money, and he said we wouldn’t get caught. But she…wanted more, and threatened to tell, to get immunity. So he had her killed. Poor Aaron, he was never part of it.” With that, the woman broke down again, and Maude cuffed her to the desk in the chemistry classroom. It seemed fitting to Maude that the woman was tied to her work. 


      She started to leave, and turned back, “Where is Frank Carmody?”  


     “Who?” Bledsoe asked, searching Maude’s face with a puzzled look. 


      Suddenly the picture cleared, and her questions were answered. “Carmody is not part of this. We’re after Dean Stone, aren’t we?” 


      “I thought you knew. Who else could have arranged everything?” 


      “And Chavez?” Maude asked, knowing the answer. 


      “Dean Stone brought him in as an expert. He’s the one who knows the formulas.” 


      “Do you know where Stone is now?” 


      “He…he said someone had found out and he had to leave. He…left me and Chavez to the take the blame for everything. I never wanted anyone to get hurt. It was my husband, he has dementia, and I needed money. You understand don’t you, Detective?” she asked pleadingly. 


      “Yes, I understand,” Maude said disgustedly, “Just as I always do when criminals get caught. Everyone has a good reason. Tell it to the district attorney.”  


      During Maude’s chase after Paula Bledsoe, Jack had been busy. The chemistry lab was running strong when he opened the door to the addition that was kept locked during school hours. The ingredients to make the potent pills were scattered in buckets under work tables. Workers in aprons were rolling the tubs of blue, green, and yellow pills away from the work tables to the packaging area across the room. Huge, air-handlers were roaring, cleaning the air of residual chemical substances before releasing it back into the environment. Great stacks of hollow books sat ready to be filled with the illegal substance for transport by B&G drivers. 


     Jack pulled his weapon and yelled, “This is the police. You’re all under arrest for the manufacture of a controlled substance. Put your hands up.” He saw a man at the far side of the room, reaching into his pocket. “I wouldn’t do that if I were you.” 


     “You got this Jack?” Maude had entered the room quietly, not wanting to disturb Jack’s authority. She waited until he nodded and asked, “Got those flex cuffs?” 


     “They’re in my pocket,” he said, keeping his eyes on the five workers at the tables.  


     Maude ran the cuffs together, making a chain to keep all the men together until drug enforcement officers could arrive and take over. When the last one was secured, she asked about Chavez, the cook. The men in cuffs looked toward a closed door within the room. “Want to take him Jack?” 


     “Much obliged Maude. I do at that.” 


     The rest was easy, because Chavez was a professional, and knew that his best bet was silence. His Mob connections would hire a powerful lawyer to get him the best deal. Chavez went quietly, without a struggle. He didn’t have a weapon of any kind, or if he had one, he made sure that it was well hidden. 


     “I have to go, Jack, Dean Stone is waiting for me. He has too much against him, so he may not go without a fight, but I promise, I’ll be back then we can get a cup and have a smoke.” 


     “I’ll be waiting for you right here.” Jack said, his face set as always in a frown of concentration. “Don’t take too long, they might run out of coffee.” 


     The administration office was closed, the business of academia over for another day. Maude met Mrs. Clark in the corridor. The woman was frazzled, her hair askew, sweat glistening on her forehead. When she saw Maude with the Glock in her hand, she stepped to the side. 


     “He’s in there,” she whispered. “I know nothing of all this, detective, except it’s disgraceful and very inconvenient. I suppose you’ll arrest him?” 


     “Yes, if he allows it.” 


     “He has a gun. I saw it on his desk.” 


     “I’m sure he does, Mrs. Clark, now you’d best go on and get out. There’s going to be a lot of lawmen around soon. They’ll be taking your statement, so don’t go too far.” 


     “I wouldn’t consider leaving. I’m a law abiding citizen,” she said in a huff, leaving Maude alone in the corridor. 


     The quiet was overwhelming after the noise of the laboratory and the wailing of Professor Bledsoe. Maude wondered why Dean Stone had stayed instead of trying to escape. Big man that Stone was, he still could have made it as far as his car, maybe hidden out for a while. Human behavior never ceased to amaze her. 


     “Dean Stone, I’m coming in. Put that gun on the desk where I can see it. I am in no mood to kill you today.” She spoke from outside the wooden door, her voice carrying into the quietness of the large room. 


     “The gun is on the desk, detective. Come right in.” Stone said, coughing a little. 


     She opened the door to see the butt of a silenced .45 automatic pistol, not unlike the one that was used by Leroy Thomas on his victims. Dean Stone was sitting at the desk, his chair turned toward the window, a trail of blood running down his left arm. The blinds were open, allowing the late afternoon sunlight to filter in, highlighting the dust mites in the room. 


     “Do you see that building across the parking lot, the one under construction?” Stone asked, coughing again. “We paid for that building with the money from the operation, and the rotunda on the chapel? That too, but don’t tell the Bishop,” he said, giving a short laugh. The coughing was getting worse. Maude saw the blood trailing onto the floor, a few drops at a time at first, then more. 


     “Why did you have the girl killed? She asked, keeping the weapon trained on his body. 


     “She wanted money. That little red Mercedes you thought belonged to Aaron Dennis-that was hers. But it wasn’t enough. She wanted a big cut of the pie, but I told her we had so much to do here, it wasn’t possible to give her more. She was going to the police, and chance getting immunity. Aaron didn’t have anything to do with all this. He didn’t know.” Stone’s voice was shakier, his breath coming in short gasps. “It was unfortunate, but he picked the wrong girl.” 


     “How did you know about the resort; that they would be there?” 


     “I paid that girl in the dorm to keep an eye on her, to tell me if Jenny was planning a vacation. She needed the money. I guess everyone needed money.” He laughed again, his life fading. 


     “And Leroy, what rock did you turn over to find him?” Maude asked wearily, bone tired from the waste of life in front of her. 


     “Leroy was a special case. His reputation came before him. He was easy to find, and I must say a loyal employee; much more so than some of my others.” 


     “Is that it, Stone? The good you’ve done in your life erased because of a desire to do what? Put up buildings? You’d kill two people for an addition to the university?” 


     “Oh yes,” the dean said, his head drooping. “Oh yes. Isn’t it a beautiful sight?” 


     Maude finally turned to go, long after the man in the chair stopped talking. The evil within men and women always surprised her. Their good intentions were no more than asphalt patches on the road to Perdition. Dean Stone was just one more person who was overcome with his own importance-so overcome that he lost his humanity along the way. 


       What epitaph would be written for the man who tore down people to put up buildings? She couldn’t wrap her mind around it, but it was sometimes that way. Criminals were often well-meaning people who took a wrong turn, and couldn’t find the way back. 


     Maude left the office and returned to give Jack a hand, but the work was all done. The building was rife with drug enforcement people taking over the manufacturing part of the lab, the criminals already removed and incarcerated by various law enforcement officers. Maude knew she would be required to return for her testimony when the case went to court, but that would be a while. 


       Jack offered and drove them to a coffee shop close by where they had a cup and a smoke, each wondering what next, terrible event would occur in their cities. But they were ready for it; ready for whatever diabolical plot might be conjured in the streets, or behind locked doors. For the moment though, the two friends sat together peacefully. Tomorrow was another day; it would take care of itself.  


     “Jack, what do you think-any fish in that bay of yours? As my young friend Susan Bright would say, “I might, like, you know, drop a hook in the water, so how about you and Sarah going fishing with me tomorrow?” 


     “I believe we could do that, yes ma’am, I believe we could.” Jack said. 


     “Jack,” Maude said, rising from the table, “If you call me ma’am again I may have to shoot you.” 


     The short bellowing sound lasted for just a moment, but long enough for Maude to smile, realizing she had made him laugh. It was its own reward. 


    

      


    


  




  

     Epilogue 


     Sheriff Jack Fuller was a hero in his county; the Edwards Bay murders had been solved, and people in the area could rest easily knowing the killers were from out of town and none of their own. Jack, being the modest man that his constituents knew and appreciated, made it a point to give credit for solving the crime to a couple of out-of-town detectives, but that was just his way. There would be none to come close to him at the reelection polls.  


     Maude had made a friend, and a fine one at that. Sarah was so pleased to see her husband come home after the ordeal at the university that she sent Maude a thank you card and a whole pecan pie by mail. 


     Philadelphia Homicide Detective Bill Page was making plans to retire and take a security job somewhere in Texas. Maude was looking ahead to the day. 


     Joe visited Lilly Ann, and later, she made the trip to Maude’s for Christmas, bringing her mother along with her. They all shared a love for pecan pie for breakfast and an admiration for Joe Allen. 


     Lieutenant James Patterson received a pat on the back from his chain of command. His part in solving the organized crime case at the Ellison University Medical School near Harris County was seen a brilliant move in his career. He was up for the next Captain slot. Some suggested he should run for mayor since the current one was in jail.  


     One member of the press mentioned Maude Roger’s involvement in solving the case, but the article was small and on page six of the local rag.  


     Leroy Thomas called a Mob-related connection to warn him of the cop’s interest in B&G Transport, hoping to make some points, but DEA sources had already shut that connection down. A DEA officer sent a note to the Prosecutor, informing her of Leroy’s duplicity. She pressed for lethal injection as punishment for the three murders and one rape. The last information had Leroy waiting on death row for his appointment with the needle. 


     Maude continued to work with her partner in the Homicide Division of Madison, Texas. Every so often she felt a ghost walk across her grave, and wondered who was rattling the bones. 


     In the Madison-MacArthur Hospital for the Criminally Insane, inmate number 73, Richard E. Dawson, also known as the Heartless Killer, was moved from his high-profile cell to a more comfortable room with a few accoutrements. A television, radio, desk, and easy chair were allocated to the inmate for the benefit of his rehabilitation and recreation. A small lap-top had found its way into the room by way of a security guard on a tight budget. 


     Number 73 had dozens of charts by this time for he had celebrated one year and six months in a catatonic state of confinement with his personal physician, Doctor Ian Hopkins attending exclusively to his needs. The charts all reflected the same information: condition unimproved, does not respond to stimulus, no hope for reclamation of personality. 


      Three visitors had come for Dawson in the most recent past, a detective and her lieutenant, and a family friend, a young man with a blondish crew cut and round glasses that sat high upon his nose. Doctor Hopkins relayed chart information to the detective and her lieutenant who left shortly afterward. 


     The young family friend had visited once before and took a series of notes, entering information into the lap top. The same action was repeated on the second visit. Both times he left shortly afterward, stating he would return soon. 


     Number 73 was in fact more than coherent; his mental acuity was at the top of the chart. His physical health had improved immensely and his ability to function independently was growing daily, leaving behind the physically wrecked body that had entered the hospital. 


     The statement that the lack of money is the impetus to do wrong, had worked admirably in inmate 73’s favor, for the zeros in his bank balance were staggering. He had no shortage of those willing to do wrong, over and over, for a taste of his riches. 


     A burning desire for freedom lived in 73, but confinement had taught him patience, and patience had taught him to plan ahead. A little more time was needed before all would be ready; before he could totally rid himself of the whining kid who haunted him. Then he could be free. After that, all hell would break loose. 


     For now, 73 had his doctor to care for him, to heal him, to nurture him, to lie for him. When he was ready, he would no longer need the doctor. 
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     Prologue 


     At 5:20 p.m., still far from its destination, the 6:10 p.m. passenger train to Madison, Texas, sounded a long whistle blast, as the engine and ten cars passed the crossing on the Missouri-Pacific railroad, just north of the MacArthur, Texas station. Forty miles lay between the stations of those two cities. Working track covered a rough, ugly, mean, and undesirable route through marked-up neighborhoods, with gang graffiti and profanity outlining eastern borders. Every warehouse and factory building’s backside edging close to the rails was decorated with all the marker and paint color mixes of the rainbow. 


     Passengers on the 6:10 rode with legs outstretched in reclining seats, grabbing a last five-minute nap before arriving at their destination. A few elderly, or overweight, sat with swollen feet in shoes grown tight during too-long periods of sitting. The last comfort stop since Wilk, Texas, was fifty miles ago, a long sit-down without a cigarette break, or a decent restroom. The train’s facilities, okay for the pee that wouldn’t wait, or burgeoning gas explosions courtesy of a dining car burrito, offered little to passengers with ailing backs or sensitive noses.  


     The final stop in Madison was always appreciated by long-distance riders who bailed as soon as the conductor called the stop and opened the doors. At 6:05, the long blast of whistle near a small switch, two-plus miles from the station told the tale. They were close. All riders should begin to make way to the stairwell, and not forget personal belongings. And please, watch your step.  


     Samuel Blevins was the six feet, five-inch, Native American engineer driving Engine 99, the giant, metal horse that pulled a load of cars every day over hundreds of miles of tracks. The 6:10 to Madison was the schedule he’d maintained with an unblemished safety record for the previous two years and ten months, and he was dang determined to keep it that way. The upcoming stop was the end of the line, and he looked forward to it on his daily commute. Samuel’s day ran from 9:00 a.m. until 7:00 p.m., four times each week and then off work for three days, a good schedule that left him time to carry a second job at Lowes, directing people in the plumbing section to the parts for their home repairs. He liked both jobs. 


     The Friday evening traffic at the station lined up, waiting for detraining. Car trunks stood wide-open for the deposit of suitcases and bags, although the 6:10 was not yet in sight. A few vehicles were parked in the Don’t Park circle, blocking cars whose attentive drivers had followed parking rules. Henry Fonda, (yes, he knew it was the same name as an actor in the last century), the station master and ticket-taker in the station, looked out on the lot and noticed the melee, thinking, What a screw-up, and it will only get worse with horns blasting when blocked drivers try to force their way out of the mess. Every day was the same. 


     Marge Campbell was pissed off big-time. She had arrived early, followed around in the parking circle, and sat first in line, waiting for Harold, her salesman husband. Gritting shiny, new, white implants gently, Marge huffed her very fine nose at being blocked in by a dark-skinned man driving a yellow cab. He had blatantly broken the rules. Being early bought you some privileges, was what Marge was thinking, as well as wondering how she could get out of the parking lot when Harold finally got there. He couldn’t be blamed for the parking screw-up, but Marge was getting herself worked up and angry with Harold. It was his fault she had to be there to drive him home. If he had stayed in Wilk one more night as planned, she would be home now, curled up in her recliner, with a jar of cocktail peanuts, and a nice bag of chocolate drops in the lap of her one-size-fits all lounge dress. 


     Even though 99 had slowed to a stop, and switched over to let the fast-moving freight pass, Samuel had the big engine moving again quickly. Out of the corner of his eye, the engineer noticed the end of the split coming at him fast, with unidentified bulk on the left rail, never mind computer readings flashing, “All tracks clear.”  The freight was already out of sight, clearing the way for the passenger train to continue on to the station, but the engineer’s years of experience won against what was supposed to have been. Samuel trusted his instincts more than maybe he should, but sometimes listening to what he knew paid off. He sounded the whistle, letting it ride, and started shutting down the engine quickly, because he knew nothing good would come of what lay ahead. He saw it up close as it passed under the wheel, knew in retrospect that what he’d just seen was the lower half of a body lying across the graveled-over ties between the rails. He thought he had seen the rest of the torso off-rail, crawling to safety, just before the wheel severed it, but he couldn’t be sure. Samuel swallowed his spit, wishing he was anywhere other than inside Engine 99.  


     Stopping the multi-ton locomotive and ten subsequent cars quickly took time, but Samuel worked fast. The squealing of the rails and the push of backward acceleration moved the standing passengers from one place to another, validating Isaac Newton’s law of inertia, but due to the slow speed of the train, no one was really hurt inside the cars. Pain in Samuel’s gut spread to his chest during the ordeal and sent him searching his pockets for antacids to soothe the burn. He knew the tragedy was not his fault, but it hurt knowing his accident-free run was over. 


    

      


    


  




  

     Chapter 1 


     Maude Rogers hated Fridays; they brought nothing good to anyone in police work. A case started on the last day of the work week tended to go on through the weekend. She especially hated Fridays on a call weekend, which meant she was sure to be tied up all the way through, like it or don’t. The day had been quiet. After working an old case with her partner, Joe Allen, until around four o’clock, she finally shut the paperwork down about five, and headed for the women’s restroom. A little primping meant looking in the mirror to see if there was greenery between her teeth, or ketchup on the side of her face. As it was, the mirror reflected her blue eyes and smoky blonde hair, a new color she had tried from the Kroger grocery store close to her house. She poked at the freckles across her nose, wondering why a grown woman still had them. A little lipstick on her still-full mouth would have helped her appearance, but Maude Rogers didn’t go in for pockets full of make-up. Maybe she should carry a lipstick as a concession to getting older, but a few swipes in the morning was as far down the road as she intended to go. Five-feet-nine, and on the thin side, she still managed to stand straight even though a recent birthday had brought her closer to the sixty mark. I’ll just have to do, she thought, straightening the collar on her blue, polo shirt. 


     Going to the local watering hole for a Gilbey’s and tonic or two before going home would have been nice, but her on-call status put the quietus to that thought. Even so, a decent cup of coffee sounded good after drinking department swill all day. Most bars kept the pot on, and changed the coffee regularly if cops were known to frequent them.  


     “Joe,” she said loudly over the noises of the other detectives at their desks, “Want to go get a cup or a beer?” 


     “Nah,” he said, “got a date. Something you ought to try.” 


     “Maybe I will,” she said lightly. “When pigs fly home to roost, I’ll do just that.” 


     He laughed and left the room with the other detectives gathering their gear and filing out of the offices.  


     “Hope you have a good weekend, Maude, with no calls.” 


     “Fat chance of that,” she said, shaking her head, sliding arms and shoulders into a dark blue, hound’s-tooth-print blazer that had hung on the back of a chair all day. “Really fat chance. Thanks anyway.”  


     The door had just closed behind the others when the phone rang.  


     “Homicide, Maude Rogers,” she responded, the desk phone dangling from her hand as she hurriedly straightened her desk for the weekend. A voice from dispatch told her a call was on the line and could she look into it, for most of the uniformed officers were in the middle of shift change. Sighing a little, Maude said to patch the call through. Immediately, a young-sounding voice asked to speak to a detective.  


     “This is Homicide, Maude Rogers speaking, what can I do for you?” 


     “It’s my mom,” the voice whispered, sounding close to tears. “She didn’t pick me up from school and she’s not home. I’m scared.” 


     “What’s your name, kid?” 


     “Jacob. My name is Jacob.” 


     “What’s your mom’s name?” Maude asked. 


     “Her name is Eve Devine. I’m really scared, Mister. I think she’s hurt and can’t come home.” 


     Maude was taken aback for a minute. “It’s detective, son, Detective Rogers.” Dang, she thought. Do I sound like some old-fart man? Can’t this kid tell by my voice I’m a woman?” 


     Vowing to work on her telephone delivery, she asked Jacob if he was alone, or with a school attendant, but he got quiet and didn’t answer. 


     “How about your daddy? Can he come and pick you up?” she asked, hoping for a way out. 


     “No, I don’t have a daddy. Somebody killed him when I was little.” 


     Jeez, she thought. Did this kid ever get a break? 


     “Okay,” Maude said. “Never mind that. Tell me where your mom is supposed to be. Where does she work? One more thing: is there any adult you can call?” 


     “Yes,” the small voice choked. “I can stay with the lady upstairs where we live. My mama works at the grocery store—the one on Peach Street.” With that, the phone connection was lost and the voice disappeared from the line. 


     She tried calling back several times, but there was nothing but static on the line, not even a busy tone. Finally, she shrugged tiredly and accepted the duty. Coffee was sounding better and better, even the thick black stuff that sat in the bottom of the pot. Sighing, she poured a cup while wondering about the kid. He had sounded frightened, but not confused, sure that his mom was in trouble of some kind. A quick Google search showed five grocery stores on busy Peach Street: three small gas station convenience stores, one major grocer, and one vegetable market that sold bread, milk, and a few imported spices.  


     The first three she called were rude, the answerer getting off the line quickly. One said he was busy and asked what the hell she wanted; another quickly denied anyone named Eve Devine ever came into the store, so how could she work there; and the third hung up before Maude could identify herself. A clerk at a major grocer situated on 334 Peach Street answered the phone and replied to Maude’s request. 


     “The store manager is out—be back in about fifteen minutes, so you need to call then.”  


     The fifth was a vegetable market, and a clerk said they had three employees: Debbie, Jane, and Willie. Finally, Maude stepped outside to light a cigarette, the nicotine soothing her nerves somewhat. Tired, irritable, and ready to go home, she was determined to get answers to her inquiries before leaving. 


     The coffee was worse than she remembered, but she sipped it for a while then tried the major grocer again, catching the store manager, a fellow named Howard Funk, on the fly. She identified herself and her reason for calling. 


     “Yes, Detective Rogers, we have an employee on the day shift whose name is Eve Devine. She was out of town today; never came to work at all. I really must go. I have a load of ice cream waiting on the forklift.” 


     “Know where she went?” Maude asked, ignoring the remark about the man’s hurry. She grimaced after swallowing the last of the coffee, the grounds sticking to her lower lip as she put down the cup. 


     “She said she was taking the train to Bisbey to see her sister, and would be back this evening. I don’t know anything about her personal life, though. She’s scheduled to work tomorrow.” Funk sounded sincere. 


     “Know anything about her kid?” Maude asked. 


     “Kid? Didn’t know she had one, but that fits with other stuff I don’t know about her.” 


     “Yeah, kid sounds young, seven or eight, worried about his mom. Said he’s at school alone, but he has an adult who can come get him, someone he can stay with.” 


     “Detective, I can give you her address if you let me call you back at the police station. Privacy, you know. Give me time to put this ice cream away.” 


     “Sure,” Maude said, understanding that the manager was protecting himself against a lawsuit for giving his employee’s home address. “Call me at this number. Or look it up. Homicide Division, Madison.” 


     Several minutes later, the phone rang and the store manager began the conversation with a question. 


     “Homicide? Is Eve hurt?” The man seemed sincerely concerned. 


     “Don’t know. I pulled the duty this weekend, and a kid called here looking for his mom. Probably a false alarm. Give me that address anyway. Do you have her next of kin listed anywhere?” 


     “Let me check her file. Let’s see. Lives at 220-A Sycamore Street. Says here to call EMS in case of emergency; no family mentioned except a sister, an invalid in a rehab center in Bisbey. Guess Eve didn’t figure on getting any help from her. Sorry I can’t tell you anymore. She’s a real private person, doesn’t talk about her personal life, as you can see. Can’t believe I didn’t know she had a kid.”  


     “Know the name of the rehab place?” Maude asked, just before closing her book. 


     “Yeah, I do have that. Don’t know why, but she left the name with her supervisor yesterday. Said she could be contacted at the Happy Hills in Bisbey, a retirement and rehab place, government cases, people with no money. I had an aunt lived there. Treated her pretty bad. Cheetos and dry ham sandwiches for Sunday dinner.” 


     “Got the phone number?” Maude asked.  


     A few minutes later, she shut down the call, more puzzled than before she spoke to Funk. 


     The prospect of working during the late evening became abhorrent when the weather changed from hot to hot and humid, and the sun lowered itself to the horizon. The mugginess of the evening finally gave way to liquid, with a light sprinkle of late summer rain working its way across Madison streets. The steering wheel on Maude’s city car was damp from the moisture in the air and the oil left behind from barehanded driving. Dang, she thought, I hate sticky. 


     Maude had lived most of her life in the same house where her grandmother raised a family, but she never learned to love the Texas heat as some did. During the first fall “norther,” she would sit on her porch with a drink, light an unfiltered cigarette, and revel in the cool wind. That wasn’t the case as she drove her city car away from the Cop Shop, headed toward 220-A Sycamore. The light rain had mixed with oil on the street, giving motorists a slick driving and braking surface. Car wipers worked overtime, clearing the accumulated goop of smashed bugs and dust off long-dry windshields. The city car was no better than the rest. She stopped driving and got out with a handful of paper towels to wipe the oil blowback from her own windows. 


     220-A Sycamore presented as one-half of a wood-sided duplex built in the 1980s, complete with a brick chimney at the roof, a small, fenced backyard for the obligatory pet, and a carport big enough to hold a compact. Trash stood at the front stoop awaiting the weekend pickup. From her car, Maude eyed the house, hoping to see a family dog in the window, or a cat leaching out from under the pier and beam foundation of the building in search of its evening meal. Except for the trash, the house appeared deserted, its overall appearance suffering from neglect and the effects of the summer heat. 


     The sidewalk was broken in several places, with crumbled concrete on the sunburned grass offering an uneven surface for walking, but she gingerly stepped aside and covered the distance to the house without incident. The door was faded green wood, trimmed in white, and alongside the hinged area, the paint was peeling one of its many coats. Looking around the neighborhood, she noticed most of the houses were duplexes, possibly rent houses. The young voice on the phone had been less than truthful about having someone upstairs to watch over him. The one-story building was all that was there. 


     Knocking produced no response, even after several taps with her baton. There was either no one home, or someone inside couldn’t, or wouldn’t, answer the door. Maude had a decision to make. Should she leave the residence and go about her business, or check the door to see if it was unlocked? The cry for help from the young voice earlier in the day had heightened her senses. Something about the whole scenario didn’t smell right.  


     She pushed against the paneled door, but found it to be solidly closed. Walking around back in the semi-darkness of the overcast sky, she saw two doors, a paneled wooden entry and a screen door on the outside to keep mosquitoes out of the residence when the main door was left open. The screen was open, hanging on its hinges, as though it had been forced, and the entry door stood ajar, allowing Maude to see a table overturned, and chairs scattered on the floor.   


     The cell phone in her pocket was coded to call the Madison Police dispatch with the push of a numbered button. She spoke to the dispatcher and asked for backup at 220-A Sycamore Street, possible disturbance in domicile. Without waiting for the unit to respond, Maude quietly pulled the Glock from its holster, and pushed the hard-paneled door with the other hand. Stepping carefully inside the small kitchen, looking right and left, she was alert for others that might be hiding in the house. The sink was in her purview, the first thing seen. From a short distance, it and the near cabinet appeared to be stained by standing puddles of tea or coffee. Her first thought was that someone had broken a coffeepot and left the liquid behind. The coffee spill was belied by a closer look and smell. The sharp, nauseating odor filled her nostrils as the floor tile showed her footprints outlined in dark red. 


     “Oh crap,” was all she could say, stepping carefully away from the congealing liquid on the floor tile. A couple years back during a mental makeover, Maude had vowed to clean up her language, but it was a difficult job on some missions. Turning from the kitchen, she spied the living room; beyond came two small bedrooms, and the bathroom. Realizing blood was being tracked with each step, she inwardly cursed, but continued forward, searching the rest of the house. The Glock 19 sat squarely in her palm, its barrel leveled and aimed carefully at whoever might violate its kill zone, but the house was silent and empty. All earlier activity had shut down, leaving the messy kitchen for someone else to analyze and clean.  


     A car with two patrolmen inside arrived in front of the house, each eager to assist in a breaking and entering incident. Finding the door closed, they went to the back door, but Maude yelled and halted their entry outside the kitchen, explaining there was blood everywhere. The young officers began to realize that there was more to the story than they had first thought. One noticed the footprints that Maude had made on the tile floor and commented to her. 


     “Yes, it was me walked through the blood,” she said disgustedly. “Had to clear the scene. Crime scene techs should be here soon, but in the meantime, you two go knock on some doors to see what the neighbors know about who lives here, and if there’s a kid involved. See if they know where he is. Woman who lives here is named Eve Devine. Also, what’s the time, officer?” Maude asked, making a note in her book. “My watch battery ran out of juice and I haven’t had a chance to get another one.” 


     “The time is 6:05, Detective Rogers—just heard the 6:10 blow the warning. Do you think someone was killed here?” 


     “Don’t know for sure. There’s no corpse, so I hate to speculate. But it sure looks that way.” 


     The technicians arrived shortly afterward, grumbling at being called out on a Friday evening. Maude knew how they felt, so she kept quiet, concerned at the scope of what lay before her. The call from the kid had her worried. Who was he and what had happened to him? Did his mother return, and who, or what, lost all the blood in the house where Eve Devine lived? Maude remembered that Howard Funk said his employee was out of town, riding the train. The 6:10 end-of-line passenger stop at Madison was due and appeared to be on schedule. Maude told the officers she was leaving, but would be at the train station if they needed to ask any questions. Without further delay, she jumped in her car, and drove with the grille lights flashing, making a fast trip from Sycamore Street to the station on Vine.  


     The parking circle was a cluster of trouble. Two drivers were in a shouting match in the center of the lot. A woman older than Maude stood toe to toe with a short, stout Asian cabdriver, whose head barely reached his debating opponent’s breasts. They were screaming racial slurs at one another, with each telling the other “Shut up” regularly. Maude’s money was on the woman, but she didn’t have time to stay and listen to who won the argument. An officer who worked for the station was on scene, trying to solve the parking conundrum by directing traffic away from the lot, away from the fracas, but his words were drowned out by the screamers. It was understandable. After waiting in the heat and humidity for the train to arrive, the other drivers were starved for entertainment and not about to lose sight of the ring. Maude shook her head, thinking, I get them, don’t I? 


     The passenger train was nearing the station when Maude heard big brakes lock in an emergency stop. Only a serious incident on or off the train would provoke such a screeching halt. Without wasting a moment, she began to run down the track, toward the screaming wheels and the passenger cars attached to the braking engine. A fine mist wet her face and hair, making the whole experience an even more unpleasant ordeal. Added to that, she knew it was happening, knew it was all connected, knew her worse fears as a cop were fleshing out, and she was helpless to prevent the drama on the Missouri-Pacific train tracks. Finally, after a long, exhausting sprint along the rough ground beside the tracks, the scene gave way to a grisly sight ahead. 


     At first glance, Maude saw green cloth caught up high in the cowcatcher of a huge engine. The foot and leg from a human body were stuck below in the grille, near the rails, carried along by the locomotive like a pile of rubble pushed by road machinery. A quick inspection showed other unrecognizable pieces of flesh stuck to the heavy wheels and scattered outside a long stretch of ties and track. More remnants of green cloth could be seen here and there, their presence harsh in contrast to the battered pieces of flesh. Behind the engine and first car, at the origin of the accident, lay more carnage. The severed top half of a female victim lay crumpled on the ground, several feet away from the tracks. Long, matted red hair spilled out upon gravel and potholed pavement, the sight more terrible than Maude would have imagined. A small purse lay open in a shallow ditch, its contents dumped on the ground. Maude pulled her handkerchief and concealed the cheap plastic from prying eyes.  


     The pavement around the head and torso was coated with tiny pieces of bloodied flesh torn from the body by the force of the wheel and spun to rest, as if a meat grinder had splashed its contents. The absence of blood pooling was glaring and inexplicable, unless the woman was dead long before Engine 99 came in contact with her. Maude observed the mystery and knew what had happened to the blood, knew that the woman had died sometime before the train severed her legs. Diabolical was the word that came to her mind. 


     The purse was a nice touch, although women who lay on railroad tracks to die don’t ordinarily carry handbags. It was probably in the ditch, posed by the woman’s killer, waiting for the pièce de résistance, the climax of the day, the moment when the atrocity would be viewed by police and civilians alike, evoking horror and loathing. Maude thought about calling Joe, and would when she decided how to approach him. Turning her head toward the people standing near the locomotive, she noticed a large man in a uniform standing apart, obviously distraught. 


     “She was just lying across the track. Looked for a while like she was crawling away, but I don’t think so. She could have lifted her legs, rolled, or done all sorts of things besides what she did. Wasted; young woman like her. Just wasted life the good God gave her.” The man had tears in his eyes, staring at the body. 


     “Maude Rogers, homicide detective. What is your name, sir?” she asked him. 


     “Blevins, Samuel Blevins, engineer of this run,” he answered, shaking his big, dark head back and forth in denial of what he had witnessed. The fellow seems dazed, Maude thought. Guess I would be too, if I ran over someone with a zillion-pound locomotive. 


     “Samuel, can you tell me what happened?” she asked him. 


     “Well, ma’am, one minute I was on time, with an accident-free record in my belt, feeling pretty good, getting ready to go home. The next minute, there she was, lying across the track, and wasn’t a blessed thing I could do to get her to move or to stop the train no matter how hard I blew the whistle. Detective, that’s what happened.” 


     “Have you ever seen her before?” Maude asked.  


     “Damn me if I have,” Samuel said, his face scrunched up in concentration. “She was on the train today.” 


     “Today? Are you sure? You saw this woman on your train today, before the incident?” She called it an incident to soothe the man a little. It sounded less accusing. 


     “Yeah, I swear I saw her on the train before I climbed aboard the engine. Don’t remember her name.” 


     “Did she get off anywhere?”  


     “Wouldn’t know that. I spend all my time in 99, Homeland Security, you know. We make the Wilk run every day. Go down, come back. Takes all day and don’t see much after we get underway. You might speak to Kale Pittsford, the conductor. I expect he could answer that question. Just remember that girl because she was so pretty.” With that, Samuel blushed, his brown eyes downcast, as if looking at a pretty girl who was now dead might be shameful. 


     Maude walked back to the small red purse that still lay under her handkerchief. She picked it up with a gloved hand and saw an identification card naming the dead woman as Virginia Evelyn Devine, thirty-two years old. Eve Devine, red hair, blue eyes, five feet, five inches tall, and an organ donor. Maude thought about the kid again, wondering who was going to give him the bad news about his mama; someone needed to be there to help him understand. She wondered if the boy had such a person. She wondered why he’d lied to her.  


     No one could have predicted the boy’s mother was going to be cut in half on the train tracks, no one except the murderer. He knew because he set it up. Maude thought about telling the engineer the truth: that his machine didn’t kill the woman. She knew, though, the coroner should be the one to tell the news. The medical man would search for blood and, not finding it, would quickly come to the conclusion that there was much that needed an explanation. His autopsy would answer the questions on Maude’s mind. 


     The crime scene unit gave her the evil eye as they showed up—the same technicians who were at the house on Sycamore Street now had additional work to keep them busy through the night. Join the party, she thought. Most of the train riders had scattered when it came to rest and the doors opened. People not wanting to be involved in the woman’s situation quickly made their way down the weed-overgrown trail along the tracks to their cars at the station, eager to be away from the unlucky train. Some might remember Eve Devine. The police would need a list of riders who might have seen the woman get on or off the train. Major interviews were coming up. 


     Maude thought it seemed a little spooky, but she never put any stock in paranormal reasoning. After the facts were gathered, there were always explanations for strange happenings. This time, she thought, will be no different. Illusions are created by man and must be destroyed by man. 


     Seven o’clock had come and gone, dinnertime for some, but not for Maude. She heard the low growl in her belly and knew there had been too many hours since her last meal. Without her wristwatch, she had to ask others the time. Her pocket notebook was filled with line after line of information from the brutal scene, with none of it answering the question in her mind. How did Eve Devine make a trip to Bisbey and lie under the wheels of the same train she was supposed to be riding? Pittsford, the conductor, agreed with the ticket agent from the morning sales: Eve Devine had a round-trip ticket to Bisbey, Texas on the day she died. Not only that, but on several occasions during the day, he or at least one employee of the railroad had seen the woman in apparent good health. 


     People in the parking lot who couldn’t leave were frantic that their lives were about to become encumbered by the death of the woman, for most had been waiting there for some time. Although they hadn’t seen the accident down the tracks, there was always a possibility that an off-scene viewer might have observed peripheral activity important to the case. Some were happy to oblige the police, hoping that something good might come of the tragedy on the rails. Maybe the police would fix the parking problem in front of the station even if the security people wouldn’t. Marge Campbell was one of the people who looked at Maude and indicated she would like to give information.   


     “Maude Rogers, Homicide,” she said to the woman, displaying her shield where the streetlight’s dim glimmer caught the gold of the star. “What’s your name, please?” 


     “Marge Campbell, a taxpaying American who has to sit here in this mess of cars because some people who aren’t Americans have blocked the parking lot.” Marge was furious, her round face reddened in a state of high dudgeon. “And another thing, I don’t appreciate the way the police just ignore this sort of thing.”  


     Maude stared for a minute, remembering the earlier shouting match between the woman and a taxi driver, then asked how long she had been at the station. 


     “I arrived at 5:30, intentionally early, to pick up my husband Harold, who was supposed to be getting off the 6:10 train. I’ve been sitting here since, wondering when I am going to be able to leave.” Marge seemed almost ready to cry. 


     “Marge, did you see anything strange happening before the train arrived” 


     “Well,” the woman stammered, getting her emotions under control, “I saw a lot of people parking illegally, especially an un-American taxi driver who blocked me in.” 


     “Besides that, was there anything unusual that you noticed? No matter how unimportant it may seem to you, it could be helpful to me. I’m trying to figure out what elements might have contributed to the woman’s death.” 


     “Why, I thought she was run over by the train!” Marge was in a tizzy. Had she missed something important because of those rude, dark-skinned people?  


     “Yes she was. But I’m referring to the events leading to her death, Marge.” 


     “Oh, I see.” Marge was, after all, one of the best players at her regular weekly Scrabble Meet, and therefore savvy enough to follow a person’s conversation with no trouble at all.  


     “Let me think—there were about four cars that came and went while I sat in this unholy mess. They all got here after I did, but didn’t want to wait, and there was the pickup truck that dropped off supplies to the stationmaster; also a man was jogging and ran across the rails toward a car parked over there on the road. He had his dog with him.” 


     “Is that all you can remember?” 


     “Yes, I believe so. Will you be writing tickets to the people who disobeyed parking rules?” 


     “Uh, no, Marge; I have to find out why a young woman killed herself. Sorry. Oh, and I need your home address and phone. We may need to ask you other questions.” 


     Marge harrumphed, gave her information, put the car into drive, and began weaving her way out of the parking lot, into a lane that had suddenly opened. She slowed to allow a few people to cross the road in front as they hurried to get away from the scene with the dead woman. She knew a few of them from her regular trips to the train station, but that didn’t matter; she was too pissed to even notice that some of them waved at her. Sometimes, when she was angry with Harold for keeping her waiting, she would get out of the car and say hello to Henry Fonda, but not that day. Oh no. Marge was on the way home, and damn anyone who got between her and the traffic lights. They’d get a honk for sure. She was fuming already after finally receiving a text message from Harold saying he had decided to stay in Wilk for the night after all. Let him find a way to get home tomorrow. Damned if she was going to make another trip. 


     Maude took a minute to get her wits back together after the conversation with Marge Campbell. She chuckled to herself over the woman’s indignation. Something Marge said had troubled her, but she couldn’t remember what it was that struck her wrong. Probably the woman herself, she thought. Most of the other drivers and the stationmaster had been interviewed by other officers. It would be morning before she would be able to see their notes. 


     Finally there was nothing more she could do, except take care of her own needs. The Taco Shop on Elm Street was close by, and made the greasy kind of food that Maude loved. She decided to eat there, since she had a fifteen-minute drive to her home, with few places in between serving food. Sitting in the small café that was like a second home, she ate her food and chased it with a mug of root beer. Real beer would have been better, but being on call had its requirements, at least during regular working hours. The first one involved the necessity for sobriety in any person answering a police call; in other words, no beer. The second was that any violation of requirement number one made the on-call person susceptible to firing, or at least disciplining, if they were caught.   


     Maude sighed deeply, wondering what she should do next. The kid who called haunted her, wherever he was, he must be missing his mama. She stood and cringed at the soreness in her knees, for the rainy weather had set her arthritic joints aflame. Stepping outside into the night air, she relit the butt of her third cigarette; pulling the lighter from the vest pocket in her blazer, she rolled the mechanism to create a spark, then a flame. The butane lighter was old, slick from use. It was one of the reasons she hated to quit smoking. Paul, her husband, had given it to her before he went to Vietnam. He never returned, but the lighter continued working. Maybe it was the woman, dying on the tracks, or the kid missing his mama, but something had triggered a load of sadness.  


     Shaking off the depression, Maude went to her car and climbed in. When the arthritis was at its worst, she knew ways to get in and out of a vehicle without hurting herself more. Tonight she needed all the tricks. Maude Rogers was still as tough as they came, but the human body didn’t always bounce back in the same arc as mental acuity. Sometimes it just hurt like blazes to get up out of a chair. She knew that the next day was going to be one of those days when every joint would act up. Best to get as much done tonight as she could, for there would be no regular workday in the morning, and maybe she could sleep a little later than usual, but the most important thing to do before going home was to circle by a Target store, and get a new battery for her watch. 


     After leaving the store, she drove toward 220-A Sycamore Street and reflected on the evening’s tragedy, genuinely stumped. What could have happened in the house, and how did it connect with the incident on the Missouri-Pacific railway? Not a believer in coincidences, Maude began trying to put the puzzle together. There must be evil loose to come up with such dreadful circumstances of murder, if in fact someone had died within the house. A chill touched her, a feeling of someone walking over her grave, as Grace, her mother, used to say. They’d both hated the evil in people. Maude was frightened of those crazed by it, but she never turned away, no matter how much it scared her. To do so was to admit defeat. 


     The house opened with the master on her key ring. Crime scene units put locks on doors after they were done with printing and photographing a scene, and the detectives carried keys to allow them later entry. The smell of blood was still sharp, filling her nostrils, making her gag for a minute. No matter how many murders she worked, Maude wanted to retch each time she smelled it. She waited to become accustomed to the feeling then began another look-see of the room, using the knowledge gained from the condition of the woman’s body at the train. Blood type was important for identification, and the coroner would have that soon. If Eve Devine’s matched the blood in the house, they would follow through with DNA testing for a positive response. In the interim, it was a detective’s duty to follow the evidence and find the perpetrator. 


     The small house was plain, with life’s necessities and little else. In the master bedroom a chintz coverlet lay in disarray off the bed after the sheets had been stripped and the mattress photographed. A bathroom the size of a cupboard was in one corner of the room, and a walk-in closet took up the rest. 


     The other bedroom was an office and sewing room, with a futon on one whole wall. A small desk holding an old-fashioned computer sat next to a sewing machine with a foot treadle. No signs of a small boy were found, not even a ring around the tub in the bathroom. Eve Devine might have lived in the small house, but it was doubtful a seven-year-old boy ever spent time there. The question remained, who was the boy? Was he Eve’s son who lived somewhere else? Did he even exist? 


     She called the lab to see if anyone was in, hoping that early discoveries had been made by the coroner. They’d said earlier the computer had no hard drive; looked like it was old and worn out. The body at the train station had been packed in bags and taken to the morgue, awaiting the medical examiner’s autopsy. Surely, she thought, something has to have been discovered about the house at 220 Sycamore. She was frustrated without answers. How could she catch a criminal if there was no sign of a victim? 


     The crime lab’s main phone went to voice mail, a matter-of-fact recording directing her to call back Monday morning.  


     “Crap, now I wait,” she said, sitting on her porch that night with a large Gilbey’s and tonic over ice. She called dispatch to tell them she would be back on duty at 8:00 a.m. The peace of the night was interrupted by her concern for the kid. He had sounded genuinely frightened for his mother’s safety. Had she been fooled? It ate on her, the questions about the boy not making any sense.  


     The night came on darker, with a billion stars above consoling her with their truth: human life was less than frail. She decided to go to bed, but sleep wouldn’t come because of the questions in her mind. A couple more gin and tonics later, her head started bobbing and it was past time for sleep. To be on the safe side, she poured one last glass before bed, finishing it while sitting on the toilet. Weary and sick of bloody scenes replaying in her head, Maude finally passed out. 


     The next morning was all headache and hangover, but a pot of black coffee later, she decided that all the questions from the night before made her second-guess what she knew she had seen. After loading the laptop in its case, Maude headed toward the local resource center.  


     The library at the local community college had several books about trains—both engines and passenger cars. The place for research was in the heart of the beast, in this case Engine 99 of the Madison 6:10 route. After an hour of study, Maude decided the huge payload—the ten cars behind 99—could never have stopped in time, no matter who was piloting. The woman on the track, dead or alive, would have been bisected given the speed of the train, the location of the body, and the weight of the engine. She looked at schedules, determining that the trip to Wilk, Texas, the farthest stop, would have taken three and a half hours with normal obstacles, such as crossings, heavy or light loads of passenger traffic, and inclement weather. Station stop times would vary according to the amount of people loading and departing—twenty minutes for the larger stops, ten for the smaller ones. Freight trains on a fast track could cause a delay the engineer would be forced to make up later to stay on schedule. 


     The dead woman had a ticket to visit her sister at Bisbey, a small township about seventy-five miles down the line. The rehab center was on the outskirts of the populated area—the distance would have required her to take a bus or a taxi unless someone from the facility met the train. Maude had never heard of such a convenience from those businesses, so chose to ignore the possibility. That left the city bus, or a taxi. Eve Devine lived frugally; it was obvious from her house and furnishings, also, she took the train because it was less expensive, considering the price of gasoline. The bus was less money than the taxi. It was the obvious choice for a workingwoman’s budget. A quick Google search spat out the Bisbey-Cloverdell Metro as the transportation of the area, with a phone number listed. A call to the metro office put her in touch with Rain Baxter, the weekend dispatcher.  


     Rain (who hastened to explain that her parents had just attended an outdoor concert in a thunderstorm when her mother went into labor) reassured Maude that the bus was available for passengers going to Bisbey Rehabilitation Center each hour of the day between 10:00 a.m. and 7:00 p.m.  


     According to Rain, “The driver of the bus that day and every day was a man named Elijah Cromwell. The route is his, five days a week, and has been for the last twenty years or so. He will be back on schedule Monday, Lord willing.”  


     One more thing to do on Monday, Maude thought. The next best thing was to go back to the scene and interview the station manager/ticket seller, Henry Fonda. Making the assumption he would be there on Saturday, Maude detoured from the resource center, back to the train station, hoping to catch him before he left for lunch. She had observed over her extensive life that clerks and government employees regularly had difficulty returning to work from lunch. Maybe it was the half-day syndrome. It was best to go early. Besides, she wanted to look at the tracks again without the crime scene technicians everywhere.  


     “Excuse me, my name is Maude Rogers, and I hope you’re Henry Fonda.” 


     “What, no jokes? Most people right off ask me about my kids Peter and Jane.” The station manager wasn’t complaining, just jawing a little.  


     Maude nodded. “Must get kind of old,” she said understandingly. 


     “It does for a fact,” the man agreed, putting down his logbook and pen. “What can I do for you?” 


     “Just some questions about the woman on the tracks. Hard to put a name to whatever happened,” Maude said. “That fellow manning the train was mighty upset.” 


     “Samuel Blevins. Yes, he was pretty torn up about it. Not the first time someone has died on the tracks, but his first time to be on the engine. Shook him up real bad. Glad today’s Saturday; don’t think he would have come in to work.” 


     “You said the woman, Eve Devine, bought a ticket to Bisbey, and boarded the train yesterday morning. Right?” 


     “Yep. She came in early, hung around the desk afterwards, talking about her sister in the rehab place. Said she would be back on the 6:10.”  


     “Did you know her, I mean before yesterday? Ever seen her before?” 


     “I don’t recall. She looked kind of familiar, but can’t say if I ever saw her before, or maybe she reminded me of someone.” 


     “I guess that red hair, you wouldn’t forget that,” Maude said casually. 


     “Yeah, now that I recall, she might have been a redhead,” Henry said, getting busy again. He shrugged both shoulders, sorry he had to cut his answer short. 


     “Thank you, Henry. Nice talking to you,” she said, lighting up her second unfiltered of the day as she left the room, headed for the train tracks. All the passenger departures had been done for the hour, and even though a freight might pass through at any time, Maude figured it was okay to go about her business, searching for evidence missed by the crime scene techs, as long as she was alert to train whistles. 


     So far there was little to go on, other than a bloodless woman had lain across the tracks, waiting for the 6:10 to arrive after she boarded that same train early in the day. If it wasn’t for the macabre punch line, the riddle would have been humorous. Maude could only wonder at the piece of humanity who put it all into play. There seemed to be no logic to the crime, no purpose. Eve Devine was, in her boss’s opinion, a dedicated clerk at a grocery store, nothing more. Not even a mother, as far as he knew, even though a kid had claimed her as his mom. Maude wished Joe was available for his insight. She had come to rely on his opinions about aberrant behavior in humans. Another thing for Monday. 


     The switch was twenty car lengths away from the station, give or take a car, allowing for more than one set of wheels traveling on the same tracks. Passenger trains off schedule often waited patiently on aside tracks as fast-moving freight cars passed by the dozens. It was the way of the railroad. Keep on schedule and you get to go first, but woe to the engineer who lost his place in line. On the day that Eve Devine made her own history, Engine 99 was strictly on schedule. The overall trip was one hundred eighty-seven and a half miles, one way, taking eight and a half hours of travel, plus an hour at the stations. Ninety-nine left the station on schedule then picked up five minutes on the way to Wilk, stopping at MacArthur, Bisbey, and Johnson’s Corner, to pick up and drop off passengers. Samuel Blevins and the conductor, Kale Pittsford, sat down in the dining car, and ate a quick lunch as always, before turning the circle to head back to Madison. The wait at the Wilk station was longer than most, allowing time for the engineer to break for lunch. It was a schedule a person could depend on, even down to the pork chop sandwich that Samuel had for lunch every Friday. 


     Back at the station, Henry Fonda thought about his memory. He was pleased to be a step ahead of most of his friends, who couldn’t find their way out of a paper bag in the dark. Seemed to Henry the years had been kind in that respect, even though there were some dark shadows on his future. The oncologist told him three months ago that they would watch the spot, see if it changed any. He coughed, and felt with his hand along the middle rib, where sometimes it hurt to breathe. Doctor Mueller said it might be nothing, but Henry knew he could feel it growing, getting bigger, and before long it would take over his whole chest. Sometimes life didn’t treat a man just right. Here he had such a good memory, but wouldn’t be around long enough to use it. He didn’t tell the lady detective about the spot, or about his memory, but he intended to bring her up to date on his perspective, the next time he saw her.  


     That woman Eve Devine had brought a powerful stink on the station. Why she wanted to get cut in half on his watch was beyond Henry’s understanding. He took a minute or two to step outside for a few puffs, before getting back to his duties of selling tickets, answering the phone, and making reservations for people traveling. The whole sorry mess was troubling him; there was plenty about the situation with the dead woman that gave him the willies. 


     That Friday morning had been busy; seemed like every Tom, Dick, and Harry was taking a trip somewhere, looking for connections to California or New York. He remembered seeing the woman come through the door, her small red purse on her arm, red hair shining in the early morning light.  


     She had pretty brown eyes—he remembered well the way she had watched the clock on the wall, and the line of people ahead of her. Like she was afraid she might miss the train. He had rushed through the line, making sure that he got to her before she turned and left. He wondered why she hadn’t brought anything with her, until she volunteered that her sister in Bisbey was in the rehab place, and she was going for a visit, but would be back when the 6:10 reached its final destination. Her ticket was for a round trip. She had acted like there was no problem with money, pulling out a fifty-dollar bill he had to return change for, but her clothes said different. Looked like discount store buys to him. He couldn’t remember exactly what she was wearing, because the window didn’t give him a view all the way to her feet, but he recalled a bright green skirt or capris. When those britches were loose, they kind of looked like a skirt. 


     “Train boards at 8:15, but won’t leave until 8:30,” he’d told her. “Got plenty of time, rest yourself. Looks like you’ve been running.  


     Her composure had slipped for a minute. “Leave me alone, old man. Stay out of my business.” 


     Henry had been taken aback by the attack on his pleasantry. He certainly never meant any harm, just being concerned for her. But you can bet he stayed away after that, paid her no never-mind. Did seem strange, though, what with the help he had given, she would turn on him like that. Shows to go you, can’t tell a book by its cover. 


    

      


    


  




  

     Chapter 2 


     Maude looked the scene over again, taking notes, noticing a few things she’d missed the night before. The marks on the tracks showed the engineer had forced an emergency stop, which took at least fifty feet to come to a complete standstill. According to Samuel Blevins, the engine’s speed had already been cut to almost a crawl. She made note of the position of the body in its gory state, relative to the drag marks on the rails. God, what a way to go, she thought. 


     Grass and weeds grew high on the section of land along the tracks across from the station and down toward the crime scene. The ragged adjacent pavement was a small road, once providing a thoroughfare to some houses farther south, but now the road was down to gravel in several places where the base had worn through. The closest neighborhood had a few old trailers, several three-room clapboard houses, and potholed streets, with rusted signs hanging askew. Maude had known the neighborhood as one Mayor Denise Royale had tried to recreate and gentrify, but the people who lived there didn’t want to be reclaimed.  


     There were tire treads in the gravel near the end of the pavement—a car had been there recently. The technicians would have made molds of the tires, for, as usual when murder was involved, the questions piled up, needing answers that came from evidence. Maude knew the woman’s death wasn’t suicide, even though the coroner hadn’t formally put out the word. Theodore Hollingsworth, Holly to the detectives of the Cop Shop, was the stand-in coroner, a former FBI man who worked part-time for Edward Keller, the medical examiner, or ME. Holly was good man to have around, but his ego sometimes got in the way of his knowledge, making him testy when he wasn’t properly respected. Maude knew when to kowtow, to save hours of wasted footwork when Holly already had the answer to her questions. She thought about calling the morgue, wondering if he was on duty. The phone extension rang three times, before it was answered by a gruff, no-nonsense voice.   


     “Hollingsworth, County Coroner’s Office.” Great, she thought, he’s on duty. 


     “Maude Rogers here,” she said. “I know it’s early, but I’m puzzled by this train death. I didn’t see any blood last night. What do you think?” 


     “Detective,” he said, “I don’t make assumptions. I wait for the evidence to tell me what I need to know.” 


     “Yes, I know that. But you usually have an early opinion.” She was groveling, and he knew it. 


     “Well,” he said, “if I had an early opinion, it would be that the victim died eight to ten hours before the train bisected her. She had no blood and was in rigor.”  


     “Any idea what killed her?” she asked him. 


     “Um, yes, but it isn’t official, you understand.” 


     “I do understand,” she replied, “it’s an early opinion.” 


     “Maybe more than an opinion—just not official.” Maude could hear in his voice that he needed her to plead a little.  


     Biting her tongue, she offered up, “Theodore, I appreciate anything you can tell me off the record. It would help immensely.” 


     “Well all right, detective—the cause of death is exsanguination, with the point of origin the aortic valves. Your victim had her heart cut out while she was still alive. She was dead for some time before the train hit her. Seems a lot of trouble to go to kill a person, but it takes all kinds.” 


     “Wait, did you say her heart was removed?” Maude croaked. “Her heart? This woman had no heart?” 


     “Detective, are you all right? You sound distressed.” Holly was concerned, for he was accustomed to Maude’s acceptance of the facts of death and murder without any emotion.  


     “I’m fine, just surprised. Was any other organ missing?” she asked, taking a deep breath, knowing there wasn’t. 


     “No, just her heart. I must say, too, that it was done quite expertly. No peripheral damage to tissue, clean cuts. Now I really must go, I have work to do. Remember, detective, off the record.” 


     “Yeah, I got it. Unofficial,” she said distractedly, and disconnected the phone call. Her second unfiltered for the day was early, the demand for nicotine made strong by Holly’s revelation. What earlier appeared to be a difficult case had morphed into a bizarre set of circumstances, with no logical continuity. “The woman was on the train, for heaven’s sake,” she said to no one. 


     Sitting near the tracks, smoking, her thoughts were jumbled. Dread lived there too. Maude shook her head, refusing to believe there was another monster out there copying Robert Dawson. Some time had passed since she had seen a serial murderer with as little conscience and as much imagination as the convicted killer. Cautioning herself against jumping to conclusions, Maude finished her cigarette and went back to considering the facts and the evidence. 


    

      


    


  




  

     Chapter 3 


     The medical carts were stationed up and down the hallway, awaiting the return of the dispensing nurses, and the guards who carried the keys to the rooms. The cart’s drawers were secured with strong locks, especially the ones containing tranquilizing drugs or mood-altering medications. A room door would be opened by the guard, and the nurse would enter, carrying the medication needed by the patient. They would dose him or her then leave quickly, getting on to the next room. As usual, the hospital was short-handed, staffing the absolute minimum number of employees needed for maximum amount of coverage. In other words, the nurses were overworked, underpaid, and under-appreciated. Their jobs were hard; sometimes just handling the mental patients took all their energy, then there were hundreds of pills to be sorted—sometimes thousands, depending on the size of the population. The nurses fortunate enough to keep their jobs worked twice as fast to compensate for fewer employees. Sometimes they got careless. 


     Ellen Goodbody was a medium-sized woman with a medium description: hair jet black from a Walgreens box color, mottled skin, and hazel eyes under rimless tri-focal glasses. She had worked for the hospital since it opened, and knew every patient on the medication list by name. Her back was stooped from years of passing cups of pills, but she liked her job—had loved it, in fact, until recently, when management cut staffing by thirty percent. Ellen knew that each time a new operations manager came on board, there would be changes made, and sure enough, the recent OM had been on board for three months, then started moving people around, and laying others off. The honeymoon period never lasted very long. Sometimes promotions came to loyal employees during that waiting period. Ellen had hoped she would finally make charge nurse, but it didn’t happen. Too old, she figured. Management liked young people. She guessed she was lucky to still have a job, what with all the ones who got laid off, now visiting the unemployment office every day.  


     From the first minute Ellen smelled the “bad ones” coming in the front entry; she catalogued them by their odors. That was why they put her up on twenty-two, the floor with all “bad ones,” because they had tested her, and said she was right, she could smell out the ones who had really enjoyed killing people. Taking her cart down the hallway that day brought the strong smell to her sensitive nose, making her wish once again she wasn’t always assigned to twenty-two. Truth was, the charge nurses knew they had a good thing going with Ellen, because she could tell if one of the maximums was being transported somewhere, or was in the wrong place. A person might think that kind of benefit to the hospital would be rewarded, but Ellen knew her supervisors kept it quiet, with no one knowing except for the other nurses. Possibly some of the past managers had been told, but she figured they scoffed at such a thing, so no mention of extra money was ever made. 


     When she was a little girl, her uncle had come round the house a lot, visiting her parents, but he always had an eye for the kids, giving Ellen the creeps. She was the middle one, with an older sister and a kid brother still just a toddler. The boy Marsh, short for Marshall, was the light of his daddy’s eye; after waiting so long to get a boy, he finally had one. Marsh was a sweetheart, never giving his mama a minute’s trouble, just being sweet and lovable. He loved hugging and being kissed. The two girls liked that about the little boy, because they could play with him and pretend to be romantic, with Marsh as the husband in the family. Little guy didn’t know anything about it, but, being the sweet boy he was, they could pretend he was grown up, and loved his wife and family.  


     Somehow they made it work. Ellen had asked Deen, her sister, short for Geraldeen, about it since then, and they couldn’t figure out how they’d made a toddler into a husband. That was the nature of kids and their imagination, she guessed. 


     The uncle, who was her mama’s brother, and some said he had been a little off all his life, always wanted to play with the kids, but they didn’t like him much, except for Marsh, who liked everybody. One terrible day, twenty-five years earlier in the month of August, Ellen remembered, the red wasps buzzed outside the house, and around the ripening figs on the trees, just as loud as anyone could imagine. They always showed up in the hottest part of summer. She, Deen, and Marsh were in the playhouse that Daddy had built; a small building big enough for three kids, a small table, and three chairs. Little Marsh took the opportunity to wander outside the playhouse after seeing a kitten scoot by. Deen and Ellen were busy with their usual roles as Mama and daughter, and forgot to pay attention to the boy. They both failed to notice he never returned after chasing the kitten. 


     When the wasps started around the playhouse, the girls ran outside, worried Marsh might get stung, and then Mama would bust their butts for not keeping an eye out. The yard where they all played was a big grassy area with trees at the edge forming a wall between the grass and the bottom land below. Beyond the trees, the land stepped down several feet, much of it becoming clay rises and rocky ledges above the slow-moving water of Bradley Creek. Daddy had strong orders that no child would venture beyond the first level of trees, or the penalty of his belt would quickly follow. The girls couldn’t see Marsh anywhere on the grass under the trees, but figured he had gone in the house, toddling through the open door looking for Mama. They went back to their playing, glad to be rid of the little guy, even though he was fun to play with sometimes, but didn’t always want to be the husband.  


     About an hour later, the best that anyone could figure, Mama came outside the house, looking for them to come in for supper, and asked, “Where’s Marsh?”  


     Deen looked at Ellen, and they both got all goggle-eyed and answered they thought he was in the house. That began a search that lasted for several hours, with her and her big sister Deen crying, and calling for Marsh to come back. But he didn’t come, and that made them cry even more. Later on, the sheriff’s deputies and Daddy went down to the river, and found the boy lying on a big rock, his head bashed in, and his little body naked as the day he was born. 


     Mama went hysterical, and never did come out of it like she should have for the rest of the family. Daddy went on a warpath, saying he would kill whoever did it to his boy, and cut their head off when he was done. Said he would put the head up on a post, and look at it every day until he died. The deputies were really sad, and some of them cried when they found little Marsh, but after a few days, they said they didn’t have any real clue about who had killed him. About that time, Daddy noticed Uncle Jake hadn’t been around during the tragedy, and began to get suspicious, telling the deputies to go find him and lock him up, because he did it. When Mama heard that part was when she truly went hysterical. Up to then, she had been crying, and nobody could comfort her. The deputies knew that they should question Uncle Jake, and they found him, but he said he had an alibi that day, and was innocent. Daddy knew different, he told his family. 


     Uncle Jake was at his own house, scared to come over, because of Daddy, but wanting to come and see Mama, his sister. When Daddy went to Jake’s house and found him there, he didn’t wait for anything to dissuade his belief that Jake had been the killer of his boy; he showed the hatchet he had brought in from his truck, screaming at him, ”Why did you kill my boy, you pervert?” The coroner had said little Marsh was sexually assaulted as well as killed.  


     “I didn’t, I swear,” Jake said to Daddy, who had gone deaf, and didn’t want to hear the denial. He got a tighter hold on the hatchet, and went toward Jake, who stumbled over a chair, falling across the porch, where he had run at first sight of the weapon. 


     Daddy didn’t care about Jake crying and denying the killing, he just attacked his brother-in-law like a madman, chopping him over and over with the hatchet, until Jake bled all over the porch and died. Then Daddy cut Jake’s head off, and held it by the hair, hollering that he had avenged his only boy. The deputies showed up about that time, and nearly fainted at the sight. They arrested Daddy, who kept saying, “I killed the son of a bitch who took my boy’s life.” 


     It was an all-around cluster, with the deputies trying to talk sense into Daddy, telling him to put the hatchet down, so they wouldn’t have to shoot him. But the chickens had come home to roost for Daddy, and he knew it. The only thing he hadn’t lost up to then was his girls, and they would surely be taken away. He turned the hatchet around and hit himself across the forehead, opening up a gash four inches long, and two deep, enough that he got to the thinking part of his head. He almost bled to death, but after the doctors worked on him, he lived on with less sense than a carrot. Afterward he went to the small, criminal, crazy-house and stayed there while they were building the big one. Mama was pretty far gone by that time, and took a whole bottle of aspirin one day. They found her down near the water, lying on the same rock where little Marsh was left by the pervert who killed him. 


     The deputies came by later, the day Mama died, and told them about finding the person who killed the boy. He was a child molester, just got out of prison, and was traveling the creek to get back to his home. When he saw little Marsh, playing in the yard, and no one watching him, he called the boy over, and, real sweet-like, he offered a hug with his arms out. After that it was the terrible thing; the man assaulted the little boy, who started crying, because the man hurt him. The only thing the ex-con could do was shut the kid up, so he hit him with a big rock. A few years later, the man was executed in the electric chair, and it couldn’t have been a nicer ending, Ellen always thought. She just wished her uncle could have lived on, and Daddy wouldn’t have gone at him with the hatchet, determined to cut his head off.  


     When Ellen grew up, after living with her daddy’s kinfolk for a few years, she got her vocational nurse certification and went to work at the insane asylum, so she could be near her daddy all the time. He had a certain smell about him by that time, the bad smell Ellen grew to recognize, not only on him, but on the others in the criminal ward. She knew to watch them really closely. Later, after Daddy died, Ellen applied with the new Madison-MacArthur Hospital, and went to work in the criminally insane section, and her boss recognized her special ability. 


     “Fat lot of good that did me,” Ellen was fond of saying. “They never paid me a dime more for it.”  


     Ask the management staff about her special gift and they’d shake their heads and say, “She’s worked around the hospital too long; now she acts like one of them.” 


     On Friday evening, the day of the train wreck over at the Madison station, Ellen Goodbody felt a twinge hitting her nose, somewhere close to 73’s cell. She didn’t recall  smelling his odor very often, even though she knew about the inmate’s history. He had his own doctor to give medication as it was needed, taking some work off the few nurses on the floor. That day she caught the scent more than once, a revelation she felt she’d best keep to herself. 73 was different from the others—his catatonic condition was not a result of medication, but of trauma, from a bad accident. Ellen had always avoided the cell, afraid for some reason she couldn’t explain, even though he was supposed to be harmless as a butterfly; still, he gave her a big case of the willies. 


     Inside the cell, behind the protective brick walls of the hospital, where Robert Dawson was kept separate from the rest of the population, he lay in his bunk, enjoying the aftermath of his work. The computer program had been delightful to Ridge, one of Dawson’s alter egos, challenging him to stricter intellectual responses. Doctor Hopkins  used a specific retraining program for his patient’s thought processes, titillating his neurons, hoping the result would be a greater jump into reality. Improvement had been phenomenal since the accident, and he was almost back to one hundred percent. Even now, Ridge, the smart one in Dawson’s personality disorder, could outthink the rest of the building’s population, including the new operations manager, who was busy trying to cut costs and line his pockets with a golden glow. Doctor Hopkins warned Dawson against showing any sign of his improved condition to anyone, excluding, of course, his employees. They had to know who was boss in order to maintain security.  


     The man the old woman detective called Buzzcut was a distant cousin, a quiet, intelligent young man who knew which side of the bread had the butter on it. Ridge had to laugh at the words as he thought them. They were leftovers from Dawson’s parents. Tomorrow was the big day, the day Ridge would begin realizing some benefit from his last two years of hard work. 


     Even the doc was amazed at his recovery, saying, “I never would have believed you could come back from the trauma.” Ridge smiled a little more, his impatience getting closer to the edge, wondering what the good doctor would do if he really knew his patient’s mind.  


     Buzzcut would be reporting in after regular hours, with Doctor Hopkins making the allowance for the late-night visit. Ridge wanted to see his cousin, or, that is, Dawson’s cousin, and savor the information he would bring. Funny how things had turned out: Ridge had so much money that anything he wanted done or started could be brought to fruition from inside a mental hospital for the criminally insane. 


     “Old man,” he said to himself and the empty room, “what do you think of your loser son now? Here’s hoping there’s a hell and you’re burning every day.” Robert Dawson had been an abused child, neglected by the father and punished physically and emotionally by the mother. There were three personalities in the man: a boy, Bobby; Ridge Roberts, the ego without a conscience; and Robert, the porcelain salesman who tried to make peace among the three. Some time back, Dawson was sentenced, after being found guilty of several murders. He was labeled “the Heartless Killer” by the press, a villain who murdered young women and removed their hearts. 


    

      


    


  




  

     Chapter 4 


     Maude finally went home, undressed down to her underwear then sat in the rocking chair on the back porch. A call to dispatch informed the on duty officer that she was out of service A tall wooden fence stood between her and the neighbor’s back door, lending privacy to the porch, and the yard with its five oak trees. Off to the right was the storage shed on the lot with the rent house, a few peach trees in the yard, and a garden spot in the open area, where some watermelons and tomatoes were growing. She sat outside as usual, enjoying the day with a gin and tonic, the first of the day.. The booze filled some cracks recently opened by the coroner’s off-the-record information. 


     Tempted to smoke the vital fourth cigarette, Maude held off in favor of a handful of salted pretzels. Definitely salt helped get her through the need for nicotine, she thought, popping another curly one in her mouth. Anything she could think of, or figure on, was better than the place her thoughts wanted to go. She had to stay away from there, had to figure another angle. Robert Dawson was not the murderer of Eve Devine. She had called immediately, only to find out from the hospital that Dawson’s condition hadn’t been upgraded. 


      She had a copycat, a hero worshiper, taking his trip down murderer’s row, intent on making a name for himself. The media would grab it, mold it, and make a new terror for the men and women of Madison. God she hated that. Hated the way vile, evil men played to the press, hoping to gain eternal life in print. Write a book, she thought, if you want to become famous. Kill all the fictional people you want, but lay off the murder business. How she wished it could be that easy.   


     Joe, she missed Joe, her partner. He would be able to put a spin on the story that might make her laugh, or at least take away some of the dread. She picked up the phone twice, and put it down, hating to disturb his weekend, but the third time she punched in the number programmed for him. 


     “Hello, Maude, is that you? Something wrong? Are you okay?” His questions started coming, just as she knew they would. “Give me a minute, let me throw this blonde out of my house. Be right back.” 


      She held on to the connection, hoping there was nothing serious she was breaking up, just needing to run some of the information by him. “Joe, are you back? You’re not taking a dump, are you, with me waiting around?” 


     “Hey, Maude, no, but you were close. I had some clothes in the washer and needed to turn on the machine so I have clean clothes for next week. What’s up? It’s not like you to call at night.” 


     “I know,” she said. “Tried not to, but thought you might shed some light on what’s happening.” 


     “What do you mean, what’s happening? Did you get a call-out?” Joe sounded concerned. “Let me get my beer then tell me about it.” 


     He was back in a minute, giving Maude time to cover herself with a robe, thinking she had already given the neighborhood peepers a good show.  


     “So tell me everything,” Joe said.  


     She began telling it with the phone call from the kid, then the scene at the empty house. The incident with the train followed right behind, and Joe was speechless.  


     “Maude, are you kidding me? You’re just now calling?” He seemed upset, but surely he understood her reasons for not calling. 


     “Well, Joe, it was my weekend in the barrel. I didn’t want to spoil the time for both of us.” 


     “Yeah, but heck, Maude, this is a really bad case. You should have trusted me to make the decision, whether I wanted to get involved or not.” 


     “Well, no one is sorrier than I am for not calling, but you know how it goes. The department only pays one of us to be on call. The best they would do for you would be to give you some extra days off.” 


     “Okay,” he said, “tell me all of it. The part you’ve left out.” 


     “What makes you think there’s more? Isn’t it bad enough yet?” she asked him, trying to stall. 


     “I can hear it in your voice. There’s more.” Joe was a hard man to fool. 


     “Well, it’s like this. I talked to Holly, off record. He thinks the woman bled to death before the train ran her over.”  


     “Yeah, well, you already had that one figured out. Why is that so bad?” 


     Dang it, he just won’t stop, she thought. “Because the murderer cut her heart out, that’s what caused her to bleed to death.” 


     The line went dead. No sound at all except maybe some soft music in the background.  


     “Joe, you still there?” She hoped he hadn’t pissed himself with the news. 


     “Yeah, Maude. I’m here. Catching my breath. Jeez, that’s a bad deal, a sicko.” 


     “You know what I thought first? That he had somehow got out, but he’s still there. Condition not upgraded. Same report as the last time. A copycat is my take.” She let out her breath, feeling better with her partner’s input. Two heads were always better than one in murder situations. It was easy for a lone detective to put too much emphasis on the wrong thing.  


     “Monday I’m headed to Bisbey. I guess if the lieutenant is okay with it, you and me both will go. Depends on what comes in tonight and tomorrow.” She was hoping there wouldn’t be anything happening for a week, but that was a joke. Something always happened. Just didn’t come to light for a few days sometimes. 


     “Want me to help you tomorrow?” Joe asked. 


     “Nah. Not as is. If I need you though, I’ll call. A promise. Chew on this situation and let me know what you think. Meanwhile, goodnight. Hope I didn’t disturb your sleep.”  


     “Sleep? Who sleeps on his day off?” He was trying to make a joke, but he wasn’t into it. The seriousness of what had happened lay heavy. He would be up for a while, putting it together. 


     “Goodnight, Joe. I’ll see you Monday.”  


     “Okay, but if you need to call, I’m here,” he said seriously. 


     The next day was quiet, with no call-outs or disturbances requiring a homicide detective. As far as the death of Eve Devine, there was nothing Maude could do until Monday when the workweek started. Until that time, Maude had a couple of drinks while cleaning her house and visiting the dry cleaner to get her uniform ready for the next week. Lightweight blazers and thin blouses along with tailored slacks were her summer wear. Winter was about the same, with heavier-weight clothing. Maude preferred to dress for getting on the ground, as she often had to do at a murder scene. When all the mundane duties were done, she sat at the table with her notebook, sorting through what evidence was found, as well as what witnesses had told her. She still needed to interview some of the people who were passengers that day. The manifest from the stationmaster showed twenty-five people boarded the cars that Friday morning, all headed to different places, but some returned to the station in the evening. Five people were commuters, leaving and returning the same day. Out of those five, someone must have seen something odd about Eve Devine. Fifty people got off the train at the Madison station. Ten of those had boarded at some other site then detrained at 6:10, jumping off into the grass and siding when the doors were opened by the conductor. Jeez, it was a mess. 


     The gin bottle was making its distress call, feeling the loss of Maude’s daytime attention over the call weekend. Sunday night she comforted the bottle until they both fell down from exhaustion. Monday morning came with a shock. Awakened as always by the sound of the six o’clock alarm, she made a bleary-eyed trip to the bathroom, greeting her ravaged face in the mirror. Blue eyes shot through with redness gave evidence of the amount of alcohol she’d consumed the night before, and the lines in her face seemed deeper than they were yesterday. She looked her long frame over and tried unsuccessfully to recall getting ready for bed, but the inside-out pajamas gave proof she had performed the task in her drunken state. 


    

      


    


  




  

     Chapter 5 


     For everything we do there is a reckoning, a time to face our fears and sins, and decide if we are indeed worth saving. That Monday morning, Maude stared at herself in the mirror and hated what she saw. It wasn’t the person in the mirror that disgusted her; it was the power of the gin bottle reflected in the light of morning. Years and years of heavy drinking was not much to show for a lifetime, and Maude knew that worse yet, she was headed for the morning when she couldn’t get out of bed without an infusion of the clear alcohol. Her body craved a drink, a long-lasting pull on the bottle to give her synapses reason to pop. She was frightened of what she had become and where she was headed. 


     The tall ladder-back chair near the bathroom supported her weight as she sat down, overcome by the realization that there was nowhere to go to get away from herself. Over twenty-three years ago, Maude had dived into gin, its mild odor usually undetectable on the breath. The smooth liquid helped her forget about Grace, lying in the hospital about to die.  


     Surprisingly, the booze had never interfered with the job, but how much longer before she started sneaking sips while sitting at the desk? Sometimes she wanted to do just that, but all her training and work ethic forbade such actions. Still, the need was there. Drinking had made her late for meetings, late for work, sometimes gave her a crappy attitude. In that mood people avoided her, not wanting to be the object of her derision. 


     A bad way to start a busy day, she thought, her head the size of a Halloween pumpkin, and eyes the color of red Kool-Aid. She stopped at a large convenience store and gas station and bought a tall black coffee, needing the caffeine. Her first cigarette of the day was behind her, but the second one was motioning her toward the pack, looking for a light. She obliged, and stood outside the store slurping coffee and smoking, hoping to find the human behind the red eyeballs. There was so much to do for the day: she had to report the death of Eve Devine to Lieutenant Patterson, fill out a time sheet for the overtime, and get permission to leave the area to interview the woman in Bisbey. So far there was no information about her name, age, or physical condition. A trip to see the store manager where Eve worked might help her there. Holly had said the report would be out on Monday; she hoped it would be early in the day when it reached her desk.  


     Driving to work was a fast trip; there was little between the store and the Cop Shop. She pulled into the employee parking lot and saw all the spaces were filled. That’s just peachy, she thought. I get to drive around and find a place to park the city vehicle; meanwhile my head is killing me. Finally, a clerk working the night shift pulled out of a spot, intent on getting home after a long night. Maude quickly pulled into the lot before the car behind her had a chance to grab the space. A uniformed cop was sitting in the driver seat of the other car and began to honk at her, trying to get her attention that he needed to park his car worse than she did. Usually those kinds of happenings went by her like chaff blowing on the wind, but that Monday morning, she had beaten herself up already, and refused to take guff from a rookie who didn’t know his ass from his elbow. She stopped the car quickly, jumped out of the seat as fast as her arthritic knees would allow, and projected herself toward the car behind her. She beat on the closed window of the by now regretful driver, and demanded he run down the glass. 


     “Excuse me,” she said, her reddened eyes flashing fire, “who do you think you are, honking at me to move my car? Young man, I’ve a mind to pull you from that seat, turn you over my knee, and give you a paddling for your rudeness.” 


     “Uh, yes, ma’am,” the officer said, ducking his head. “I was in a hurry and thought you might be a clerk who could wait for a few minutes. See, this is my first day and I didn’t want to be late.” 


     “And you already have a city car?” she asked him incredulously. 


     “Yes, ma’am. Issued yesterday. Working patrol with my FTO.” 


     “You suppose your field training officer would approve of this kind of rudeness?” she asked him, fury making her tremble. 


     “No, ma’am. I reckon he wouldn’t. Probably fail me for it.”  


     Maude was cooling off from the effects of the soured gin in her throat, her embarrassment at reprimanding the young officer beginning to take the place of the fury. “Watch your behavior, officer, if you want to survive in this old woman’s world.”  


     “Yes, ma’am,” he said. “It won’t happen again.” 


     “What’s your name?” she asked him, a little more subdued. 


     “Steve Sanborn,” he said quickly. “Are you going to turn me in?” 


     “We’ll see,” Maude said shortly. “We’ll see.” She left the officer in his worries, and entered the building through the back door, the employee entrance. By the time she reached the office, her good humor was taking over, making her see the comedy in the young officer’s expressions. He was worried, and it would do him good to have that lesson reinforced. Rudeness from a city employee was a dish that taxpayers shouldn’t be served, but she had no intention of ratting him out to his supervisor; that would be unfair after the ripping she had given him. 


     The incident with the new officer had the effect of clearing her head and putting her job in perspective. She needed to be at her best to find the woman’s killer and bring him to justice. A quick trip in to see the boss had Maude retelling the weekend action and turning over the time sheet for him to sign. Her coworkers, Detectives Eberhart and Wheeler, waved a good morning before getting back to the serious business of donut eating.  


     “Morning to you,” she acknowledged, wondering why Fat Frieda, also known as Detective Wheeler, a rotund Irishman with a tendency toward obesity, continued eating the carbs that made him fat. Eberhart was a lean black man who was handsome, even with his bald pate, but his wife kept him on a strict diet, avoiding any extra pounds like those his partner had acquired from eating a highly caloric diet. Maude could understand the need to nibble sometimes. What the heck, she thought, I have my weaknesses too. Who am I to say anything?  


     About that time, one of the sergeants passed through the office and yelled out, “Frieda, uh, Wheeler, what do you have there? Calorie-free donuts. Who woulda thunk it?” 


     Wheeler looked down for a minute then raised his eyes, red in the face. Maude almost felt sorry for him. Almost, that is, until she remembered all the snakelike things he’d pulled on the job. Wheeler was a guy who cried over his ethnic status, blaming the department for bias, then the supervisors would remove him from a tough case that had no glory and shift someone else into it. Bob Eberhart, on the other hand, was a decent guy who treated Maude and everyone else fairly and did his share of the workload. How he could put up with Fat Frieda puzzled her. Wheeler had earned his nickname early on from a patrol officer who saw Wheeler eating a large meal at lunch, and named him for his size and his first name, Alfred. The moniker had stuck, and even become one that some officers used when they spoke to him. The detective always blustered to the boss about it, but so far nothing had changed. He was still Fat Frieda to the boys in blue. 


     “So, boss,” she said to Patterson, “okay for me to run down to Bisbey, question the sister? I’d like to get an early start, get back home before too late. How about Joe going too?” In for a penny, in for a pound, she always heard. “Nothing going on but this case, and from the looks of the two donut eaters outside, they aren’t too busy to take care of anything might happen.” 


     “Yeah, yeah, go ahead,” Patterson said distractedly. “Just don’t dilly-dally. Get back as soon as you’re done.” He had to say it, even though Maude and Joe gave more time than they frittered away. No complaints about their work schedule. Joe Allen had proven himself to be a good detective, even though his beginning was a joke that went sour. The captain at the time had disliked Maude for his own reasons and had made her life difficult when he could. He ordered Patterson to give her the worst that came along, hoping she would quit. Finally, her partner before Joe left the department, and the captain thought it would be the end of Maude to saddle her with a rookie. She proved him wrong, though, and Joe had been a good addition to the section. 


     “You just never knew where the next blessing will come from,” Joe’s grandmother was fond of saying. She was right about the Rogers/Allen team. They were still there, and the previous captain had taken early retirement after the commissioner found out about some deals made under the table in the captain’s office. 


     Joe came in, beating the clock by a minute, and noticed there were donuts left on the table. “Hey,” he said, “can I have some of these?” 


     Eberhart nodded, but Fat Frieda looked sad for a minute, then nodded too. “Go ahead,” they said. 


     “Afternoon, Detective Allen. You decide to come to work for the last half of the day?” Maude asked, gathering up her gun and equipment for the road. “Would you like to take a drive to Bisbey, see the sights?” 


     “Sure,” he said, with a mouthful of powdered sugar. “Let’s go.” After grabbing another donut, Joe handed over his time sheet to the boss and headed to the door with Maude. 


     “Remember what I said. Get back here.” Patterson waved them out of the room, intent on the figures he was adding on paper. 


     “Yes, sir,” Maude answered. “We’ll do just that.” 


     The ride to Bisbey was pleasant, with Joe driving and Maude kicking back, enjoying the scenery. She glanced over at her partner, smiling to herself, looking at the young detective. Joe was a handsome man, his dark hair and green eyes sure attractions for the female population. He was aware of his appeal, and sometimes used it to make the job easier. He can certainly get more information out of women than I can, Maude thought. Getting back to the case at hand, she mulled over what they knew about Eve Devine, most of it what she had learned from the woman’s supervisor at the grocery store. Kurt Graham had worked for Wranglers Grocery for five years, two as a clerk, and the last three as the day shift supervisor.  


     Before they left town, Maude asked Joe to take a side trip to Wranglers Grocery, where they found Graham, a man of German descent who displayed the American flag in the corner of the store, visible to all his shoppers. Graham was in his fifties and had immigrated to America when he was ten years old, making the move with his grandparents after mother and father were killed in an explosion in the Dithmarschen District, an area famous for its cabbages. Kurt was adopted by his maternal grandfather, and grew to love the country that took him in. The grocery business seemed his rightful path, ‘because of the cabbages’, he liked to say. He had come from millions of pounds of the green, leafy vegetables. 


     Graham invited them into his office and pulled the record on Eve Devine, seeming saddened by the information they brought. The news hadn’t released her name, but Graham said he had a firm suspicion when his employee hadn’t returned to work since Friday and he heard about the woman killed by the train. He seemed truly upset. 


     “Mr. Graham, what can you tell me about Eve Devine? Her friends, likes, dislikes, anyone she talked about from home.” 


     “Yes, of course, but Eve was a very private lady. She talked of nothing much except her job. You need to speak to her friend Marta Ruiz. They talked often.” 


     “Would you ask her in, Miss Ruiz?” Joe had spoken up only once before. He looked at Maude, who nodded. Sometimes Joe was the better interviewer with women. They seemed to trust him. 


     The door opened, and Marta Ruiz entered the room, frightened because the police were there, and saddened over the death of her friend, Eve. Ruiz told Joe, “Eve and I didn’t pal around much, because Eve stayed home alone, with her doors locked. She was afraid of someone but never said who it was.” 


     Ruiz went on to say that she knew there was a sister in Bisbey, a youngish woman, about twenty-eight years old, who had muscular problems. The doctors said she was never going to heal but might get better with medical help and rehabilitation. Eve sent all her money to the rehab center to pay for her sister’s part, but Ruiz had never seen her. Just heard it from Eve Devine. 


     “Thank you, Miss Ruiz. You have been a great help. Can you give me the name of the sister?” Joe was at the top of his game, firing the questions to Marta Ruiz, but not seeming to hurry. 


     “Yes, it is Wanda May Wilson, or so Eve said. I remember because I thought the name sounded kind of…you know.” 


     “Redneck?” Joe asked. “Is that what you mean?” 


     “Um, yes. I don’t want to sound uppity, but it seemed that way to me.” 


     “Anything else you can think of?” Joe asked. 


     “Well, I don’t know if it matters, but Eve went a little loco if I ever talked about where she worked before. She didn’t ever want to talk about it, so I never knew. But I think something went wrong at her other job. Something bad.” 


     At that point, Maude looked sharply toward Kurt Graham, but he shrugged and said he knew nothing about that. “Eve told me she had worked out of state in a refinery up near the Oklahoma border, but she was part-time and I could never check it out, couldn’t find anyone at the company who knew her.” 


     “Curiouser and curiouser,” Maude said quietly. “Sounds like Eve Devine had a past. Maybe it caught up with her. Miss Ruiz, did Eve ever talk about her son?” 


     “Her son? No, she had no children. That’s one thing I know for sure. She told me that she had never married because of taking care of her sister after the parents died. She said she never had children for the same reason.” 


     Graham shook his head and said the subject was not one he had ever discussed with Eve, but he maintained Eve had never mentioned a kid. When he reiterated his Friday night denial, Maude was inclined to believe she had been snookered. There was no boy whose mother was Eve Devine. There was, however, a cold-blooded killer on the loose, and he was on her list.  


     “Joe,” she said, “ready to go? I think we have everything for now.” She rose to leave, inwardly groaning from the pain in her hips, the arthritis affected by long spells of sitting. “We may have to come back to clarify some information as time goes on. I’ll try to call first,” she said to Kurt Graham. 


     “Fine, Detective Rogers. Any way I can help, just let me know.” 


     “I’ll do that, you can bet on it,” Maude said as she walked out the door. 


     Graham watched intently as the detective closed the door behind her, then picked up the phone and made a quick call. “Hello, are you there? She’s suspicious, doesn’t believe that’s all there is to it.” The phone died in his hand, the party on the other end disconnecting without saying anything. “But that’s how it’s supposed to be, isn’t it?” Graham said to dead air. He leafed through the envelope of money and figured he’d take a short vacation, maybe see the coast. 


    

      


    


  




  

     Chapter 6 


     Maude’s city vehicle had a guidance unit built in, its maps a must on trips such as the one they made to Bisbey. For a small town, the population was scattered, in Maude’s words, “from hell to breakfast,” making it difficult to find businesses. The Bisbey Memorial Rehabilitation Center was medium sized, stuck back off the main road about five miles, surrounded by a new housing addition where an affluent neighborhood had grown up. Joe found the business and drove into the parking lot next to a 1959 Ford. His tongue was nearly hanging out over the vintage car, but to Maude, it was a has-been somewhat like herself, and not at all attractive. The door to the rehab center was unlocked, but visitors had to pass through the front patio with its several rocking chairs, small round table, and matching set of gliders before entering the building. The whole area was tree-shaded and quaint, somewhat like the Ford in the parking lot. They opened the double doors with squeaking hinges needing oil, and entered the musty-smelling building. Joe signed their names at the top of the visitor pad and stated that their business was to visit Wanda May Wilson. 


     The detectives showed their badges and were given quick access to the corridor where Eve’s sister lived. She had a semi-private room with another female, who was watching television when Maude and Joe walked in the door. They closed off the curtains and proceeded to introduce themselves to the woman in the bed. At first Wanda May was reluctant to listen, fearing bad news, and later, she cried hysterically when they told her about her sister. The chaplain was visiting the halls at that time and Maude offered to go get him for Wanda May, but she refused, spitting out words of dislike for the man and his religion. Maude was concerned for her, but hopeful they might ask her some questions before the day grew too late. She really wanted to get home on time and go to bed. 


     “Wanda May, I need to ask you some questions,” Maude said, and gave the woman a moment to prepare herself. “I know that’s the last thing you want to do right now, but we need anything that might help us find the murderer of your sister. Anything at all.” 


     “What do you want to know? I’m stuck in this bed and can’t get up, but I’ll help any way that I can to find the horrible person who hurt my sweet sister. What kind of maniac would harm her, detective? Eve was good and kind, never hurting anyone. Oh, I can’t imagine life without my big sister.” She was gone again, into a sobbing hysteria that Maude had seen too many times. God, she hated telling people the sad news of the loss of a loved one. 


     Patiently they waited for Wanda May’s composure to return. “Okay, detective, ask me what you need to know that might help you find the psycho who killed her.” 


     “Did Eve come to see you on Friday?” 


     “You mean the day she died? Why no. I haven’t seen her since two weeks ago.” 


     “That’s what I was afraid of,” Maude said. “Someone pretended to be her, all the way down to buying a ticket to Bisbey.” 


     “But why? Why would they do that?”  


     “I don’t know. It’s a bizarre case. We know your sister told her supervisor she was coming to see you and never made the trip.” 


     “But why would she say that when she never had any intention of coming here? Eve wouldn’t surprise me; I have too many appointments. I might not have been here.” 


     Joe sat quietly, thinking of the conversation between the women, then he asked a question. “Wanda May, did Eve ever talk about any of her enemies? Or anyone she might have had difficulty with in the past?” 


     Wanda May got very quiet and looked away, not meeting Joe’s eyes. “No, not that I know of,” she said distantly. “At least, nothing I can be sure of.” 


     Wanda May was a thin woman; her body had deteriorated from spending too many years in a bed or confined to a chair. She had brown hair that hadn’t seen a full shampoo in a while, and her complexion was suffering from medications with side effects. Her saving feature was a pair of dark blue eyes under thick lashes that didn’t require mascara. The rest of her was unremarkable. She gave the impression that she lived in fear most of the time, and Maude could understand the reasons. Being dependent upon others for your survival took away self-confidence. Wanda May was a woman afraid to live. 


     “You see, Eve knew some people a few years back who helped her find a good job working as a hospital nurse,” she said hesitantly, after getting control. “Eve went to school and got the training, hoping she could help me as well. The problem was, she could only find work at one place, that hospital for the crazy people. She went to work there and stayed for about a year, then she quit one day and never went back. I asked her why she did it that way, but she wouldn’t tell me. At least, not for a long time. When she did talk about it, she kept looking over her shoulder, like someone was chasing her.  


     “She said they brought in this man who was in a coma, and he never opened his eyes or acted like he was even alive. Eve had always asked to work with the children in the building, but when that man got there, they put her to work on his floor, helping with his care. She got real scared because she saw something. It was about six months after he arrived. She was giving him injections because he couldn’t take pills, when he opened his eyes and looked at her. Just looked, not trying to say anything. Then he closed them again. But Eve got scared, because she told me he was pretending to be like that, but he was really conscious. She saw it when he opened his eyes. She knew he had done terrible things to women before he was locked up in the hospital, and her fright was because he knew she knew. She left there, and didn’t tell anyone where she was going. Just dropped out, went to Madison, and got a job in the big grocery store. Eve told me that it was okay, she just didn’t want to work in the hospital anymore, but I could see she was scared real bad.” 


     Maude had stood all the while, staring out the small window in Wanda May’s room, dreading to hear the story, but knowing she must. Outside a storm was brewing, and rain would be beating down on them on the trip back to Madison. Summer rain was usually nice, but not while you were traveling. Maude needed her third cigarette badly and wished for a bottle of cold gin, but neither was available at the time. Her worst fear had come alive: Robert Dawson was alert again and manipulating people to get what he wanted. She had known for some time that the halcyon days of his comatose condition was over. The day she went to the hospital with her lieutenant and saw Dawson’s doctor, she knew the man was hiding something, but couldn’t believe it would be so drastic. Robert Dawson, the Heartless Killer, was back in business. 


     “Did Eve ever have any contact from the hospital after she left work?” Maude asked, still with her back turned. 


     “No, I don’t think so. She said she had made one friend there but wasn’t going to tell her where she was. The last time I saw Eve, she seemed far away, her mind somewhere else. My sister was really afraid. That man must have scared her badly.” 


     “Do you remember the name of the friend at the hospital?” Maude continued absently, her mind on the monster. 


     “Yes, I believe so. Ellen Goodrich, I think. No, not Goodrich. Goodbody. She was a nurse there. Been there a long time, Eve said.” 


     “We appreciate your help, Wanda May. By the way,” Joe said, “if it isn’t too personal, what do the doctors say is wrong with you? Can you walk?” 


     “They don’t know. Some kind of muscle deterioration started when I was little. I used to be able to walk, but that was a long time ago. Now I get out in a wheelchair sometimes, but my hands and arms don’t work very well. Most of the time, I stay in bed or go to the pool for rehab. I keep hoping that someday I’ll get better.” Wanda May started crying again, sobbing against her pillow. “What will I do without Eve? You have to find the person that killed her. She deserves that.” 


     “I’m sorry I asked,” Joe said. “I didn’t mean to upset you even more.” 


     “No, it’s okay. I’m used to it. Please find who killed my sister.” Wanda May was back in control of her emotions,  


     “We will, Wanda May, we will,” Joe said. 


     Ellen Goodbody had been on duty Saturday and Sunday after the train incident. The good days off never seemed to be good enough for her. Most of the registered nurses got those days. Of course, Ellen knew that getting her RN certification would take more education, but sometimes she thought about doing it just so she could say she did. The RNs bossed the other nurses around, giving orders about how to medicate the patients. Land’s sake, Ellen thought, you’d think their poop didn’t stink the way they carry on sometimes. On the Monday following the incident, she was on duty, emptying bedpans because the interns were in a meeting, when she saw a newspaper in the lobby, lying across a chair where someone had left it. She took a minute to sit down and be Mrs. Rich Bitch. The front page of the Madison Gazette said that someone had been killed by a train, which didn’t surprise her none the way those big locomotives went scooting by the hospital pulling a long line of cars. Further down the page it said the woman was Eve Devine of Madison, thirty-two years old and unmarried. 


     Poor Ellen puckered up, her eyes sprouting tears over the loss of a friend. Eve had been just as sweet as pie, and nobody ever disliked her while she worked there. Ellen couldn’t figure how her friend could kill herself that way. Run over by the train! She hoped she could go to the funeral at least. Not that anyone else would care now. Eve had made some enemies at the hospital when she left without a word. Some of the women who got their schedules messed up and lost vacation plans were not going to cry over her. Ellen thought it was a shame too, that no one believed Eve when she tried to tell them that 73 was putting on a show, pretending to be comatose when he wasn’t. Eve hadn’t told Ellen, but later someone said that was what made her leave so quickly.  


     Ellen got up, and went on about her business, thinking about Eve, wondering why she killed herself. A minute later when her nose began twitching, she knew without a doubt a ‘bad one’ was coming down the hall. Lingering a minute, she thought, He better be in the right place. She gave a little smile as the guard brought Number 89 out of his room, passing Ellen near the swimming pool. Yep, she still had it. 


    

      


    


  




  

     Chapter 7 


     Driving back to Madison, Joe kept up a running commentary on any subject he could think of that might bring Maude out of her reverie. So far he had been unsuccessful. Joe was worried, afraid that she had become depressed over the information about Dawson. He knew the psycho had dealt Maude some heavy blows in the past, but that was before he went down in a bicycle chase with Maude behind him. Since that time she had quit being concerned about him. Joe tried again to engage his partner in light conversation, then he shut up, leaving her to silence. 


     They were five miles from Madison when Maude spoke up, “Joe, I need to pee, so don’t drag your feet.” He grinned and nodded. “Yes, ma’am, I’ll make sure I don’t. Glad to see you back in the world.” 


     “It’s him, Joe. It’s him in this slimy business. I don’t know how it happened, but it did. Dawson is back. He’s pulling strings even if he’s not the one using the knife or the gun. He’s in charge of the turmoil. Doctor Hopkins must be on the tit, taking Dawson’s money. Can’t even trust the medical profession anymore. Joe, we’re going to get to the bottom of this murder and take him down.” 


     “I think you might be right, partner. I wish you were wrong, but it sets up to be him. The question is, who’s the guy doing the work?” 


     “That fellow Buzzcut is on my list of possibilities. He fits the profile. I’m sure he kidnapped Lilly Ann as part of a bigger plot.” 


     Henry Fonda stood behind the ticket window every day of the week, Monday through Friday. His job was to run the station and maintain schedule information with the engineers of the several locomotives that worked through the station. Monday was a slow day in the business, so when he saw the woman detective driving up, he was glad she came during the slow part of the morning. Young, good-looking guy in the car with her must be her partner. That old girl could use some help hustling around the tracks. Henry could tell she had some aches and pains stored up. Good-looking woman, though; he might give her a look-see if it wasn’t for the little lady at home. Henry chuckled, thinking what Inez would do to him if she heard what he was thinking. He laughed a little more, then stopped when something slammed him in the neck and hurt like the devil. Reaching up to put his hand where it hurt, Henry got fuzzy-brained, like he was in the hospital getting ready for surgery. He looked at his hand and saw it came away real wet with all five fingers bloody. Confused, he tried to call his mama, because something was awful wrong and hurting bad. “Mama,” he tried again, his head falling onto the metal countertop behind the splintered glass of the ticket window. 


     Sitting in the city car, the detectives looked at one another when they heard the unmistakable sound of breaking glass. They looked for vehicles then quickly turned toward the station, seeing but not quite taking it in: the whole front panel of glass was gone. The sign indicating Station remained intact, but the Madison part had dropped to the floor in a thousand pieces. 


     “What happened, Maude? Did you see anything?” Joe was moving away from the car seat, opening the door and crouching behind, looking toward the wrecked front of the building. 


     “Not a thing, Joe, but from the looks of it, a bullet came through here just a minute ago. The inside is messed up,” she said from the cover of her car door. “I have to get in there. People may be hurt. Try to cover me if you see anything. I’m going in.” 


     “Wait, Maude,” Joe said. “You’re the better shot. Let me go in first.” 


     “Nothing doing,” she said, knowing Joe was trying to protect her. “Call for backup and EMS.” 


     The broken glass was inside the building, across the tile floor, where it had skittered from the impact. A woman huddled in the corner of the building, hiding behind her bag, tears on her face. A man with crutches had fallen from his chair, sliding to the tile floor, where he lay in terror of what might be coming through the door. Bags were lined across the end of the building, waiting for the next train, their owners standing outside or sitting on benches when the bullet was fired. Maude stepped lightly, weapon in hand, skidding once or twice on the tiny particles of glass that covered the floor. 


     The worst was yet to come. Directly across from the broken panes of glass, the ticket booth window was unmanned. Maude stepped closer and saw the blood swipes down the metal shelf and a spray of arterial blood across the cash register, the computer screen, and an open logbook. Henry was an old-time record keeper who liked figures written by hand. He lay on the floor, his face and upper body covered in blood from a hole the size of a silver dollar just below his temple. The jugular had been severed and the top of his jawbone could be seen through the gore. Henry had died on his feet, probably unaware of what had hit him. 


     “Anyone hurt?” Maude yelled after a few minutes of quiet. “It’s okay; you can come out now if you’re hiding, just stay low.” 


     A few people had small scratches from the glass, but nothing serious. None of the riders wanted to give up their ticket and miss the train, but Maude said she was sorry; they would have to make other arrangements unless she could get their statements before the passenger train was ready to leave. Quickly, each person in hiding came forth to tell what they had seen.  


     The backup that Joe had called for was coming in, two and three blue uniforms at a time, crowding the passengers. Maude pulled her whistle from her pocket and blew, getting the attention of the officers who had showed up. She chose a few of them to interview the people outside the station, making sure they gave names and addresses and showed some identification. The crime scene crew arrived soon afterward and began their work, getting pictures of the victim and his surroundings. 


     “What a sorry mess this is. Do you suppose the man was the target, or did the bullet go wild?” she asked Joe. “Why would someone kill him, unless he knew more about the murder of Eve Devine than he had told us?” 


     “The crime scene people are going out with armed officers, looking for locations where the shooter might have set up, but if he’s trained by Dawson, they won’t find much,” Joe said. “The coroner didn’t have anything to say, except the bullet killed the victim very quickly. It was a hollow point, most likely. The shooter was a pro, knew where to put the bullet through the glass. Looks like he shot two, three times, breaking out all the windows.” 


     “Joe, let’s find out if Fonda was married. If so, he might have told his wife what he had seen. It’s a good idea anyway to make sure she’s okay, although I don’t relish telling her about her husband. I’m wondering if we were followed over here, Joe. It’s obvious the gunman got to him first.” 


     “Kind of a sorry feeling, that maybe we got the man killed,” Joe said thoughtfully. 


     “No, it wasn’t us,” Maude said. “The man was doomed from the first, if he knew more than he was telling. ‘A secret once told has no more power,’ my mother told me, and she was right.” 


     Henry Fonda’s house was near the station in one of the older neighborhoods with red peaked roofs and two-storied houses. The Fonda’s home had a wrought-iron white gate in front with summer roses and Esperanza blooming beside it, the reds and yellows giving a cheerful ambiance to the house and property. Maude knocked on the door, wishing she was somewhere else. A pretty woman with gray hair and bifocal glasses over hazel eyes answered the door. 


     “May I help you?” she asked, more of a statement than a question.  


     Maude showed her shield identifying herself as Maude Rogers, Homicide Division of Madison Police Department. “Yes, Mrs. Fonda? Inez Fonda?” 


     “Yes, what can I do for you? Would you like to come in?” 


     “Thank you, Mrs. Fonda. That would be better.” 


     “Better than what?” Inez asked. “Is there something wrong?” 


     “Maybe we could sit for a minute. Would you mind?” Joe was concerned for the woman and how she might react to the news of her husband’s death. 


     “Why yes. Please come in,” she said. “Forgive my rudeness; I am not accustomed to entertaining the police.” 


      The couch looked well worn, but comfortable. Maude chose a straight-backed chair that would make it easier to get back on her feet. Her arthritic knees had some difficulty with low seating, but Joe gladly sank into the leather cushions and leaned back against the wide arms of the furniture. Maude remembered the days when she could still enjoy such comfort, but wrestling with criminals in hard places like concrete, pavement, and tile floors had worn the ligaments down in both of her knees. When the necessity was there, she was always the first to pile on if a suspect tried to escape from custody at booking. It came with the turf. Some jail officers referred to it as pig-piling, almost like the pile of football players in a game when someone held the ball at the bottom of the mound. 


     Inez sat in disbelieving shock when the detectives told her about Henry. When Maude asked her about the track incident and anything that Henry might have said, she replied, “No, I don’t know any of Henry’s business at work. I’m sorry, it’s just we never talked about his job, nor mine. You see, I work in discount retail, and it’s a real bitch sometime, but was never very interesting to him. And I just never saw the lines of people going back and forth on the train to be the elements of good conversation, so we got into our habits.” She sat gazing off into the kitchen, a few tears making tiny tracks in her pancake makeup, the mascara framing her leaking gray eyes melting as stage black. 


     “Will you be all right, Mrs. Fonda, or would you like for me to call victim services to get someone over to help you with your loss? Sometimes people need others in cases like this where there’s been violence.” 


     “No, no, I’ll be fine, I have friends. Thank you for coming and I’m sorry I can’t help you any.” 


     “Then we’ll go on about our business and find the person who did this to your husband,” Maude said, rising from the chair. 


     Once outside, she said to Joe, “I’m beat. Where to? I’m going home.” 


     “Run me by the house if you don’t mind,” Joe said. “Think I’ll turn in early.” 


    

      


    


  




  

     Chapter 8 


     Joe’s apartment was three miles from the Cop Shop, and until recently, when the weather became so unbearably hot, he had pedaled his bicycle to work and back, choosing the physical exercise in the early and late part of the day. The heat had been intense for a week, destroying his desire for a three-mile ride at the end of shift. Maude, as senior officer, had use of the city car, and had lately been giving him a lift to work. She enjoyed his company. That evening when she dropped him in front of the apartment, Joe noticed the front door was open. Problem was, he remembered closing it that morning.  


     “Wait up, partner,” he said, unsnapping the holster on his waist. “Someone’s been in my apartment. Could be the manager, but let me find out before you leave.” 


     “No problem. I’ll take a walk with you,” she said, killing the engine then stepping out of the car. 


     The door was open a crack, the cool air leaking outside from the window unit running in the small living area. He hated that; his electric bill was already high enough without that kind of waste. 


     “Come out,” he yelled. “Police. Come out of the house.” 


     The door opened and a blonde female stepped outside with her hands in the air. “I give up,” she said with a droopy smile. “Don’t shoot,” she continued, staggering toward Joe. 


     “Sheila? What are you doing here? How did you get in my apartment?” Joe was firing questions to get over the surprise of seeing his ex-wife. 


     “Well, I told the manager I’m your wife and he let me in,” she said laughing. 


     Joe wasn’t laughing; in fact, he was angry and disturbed that the manager had allowed a stranger into his apartment. He knew Joe was a cop, which made it worse. Turning toward Maude, Joe shrugged, a defeated expression on his face.  


     “You can go. I know her,” he said, waiting until his partner drove away to turn back to his ex-wife. 


     “So who’s the grandma? Rowrrr, a cougar. I never knew you liked older women, Joe,” she said drunkenly.  


     “Go inside, Sheila. Tell me what you’re doing here. Where’s the boys?”  


     “Shure thang,” she slurred, settling on the couch. “The boys are fine. How about a drinky-winky?”  


     The person in front of Joe was a caricature of his ex-wife, a drunken, messed-up woman who looked ten years older than she should. It hurt to see her that way; the three years she had been gone were hard years for him. He had learned to cry again after she left—deep, racking sobs that left him empty and sad. Nights of squeezing the pillow, pretending it was her body, ran quickly through his mind. Part of his mended heart thrilled at the thought that she was here. 


     He unloaded his equipment while Sheila helped herself to his liquor cabinet and sang to the apartment community. No matter how he tried to shush her, she kept it up, causing him distress that someone might knock on the door from the department with a citizen noise complaint. He went into his small kitchen and removed two chicken breasts from the freezer, put them in cold water to thaw, and began to change his clothes.  


     “Umm, you look good,” she said, easing up behind him, rubbing his back. “Haven’t seen you looking this yummy before.” 


     “It’s the workout I do to keep my job.” He was nervous, the feel of her fingers so familiar, yet foreign at the same time. A thousand times he had dreamed of her fingers on his skin, touching him in the old way when they were first together. A warning shot through him: Can’t go there. She’s drunk; she’s not the same. She doesn’t care for me, doesn’t even like me. 


     He removed her fingers and finished undressing in the bathroom, finding his workout pants hanging on the shower rod where he’d left them that morning. 


     “I’m going on a run. Be gone when I get back.” The words hurt him to say, but rightness accompanied them. 


     “You mean you don’t want me?” she slurred, the drink in her had wobbling, threatening to spill. “Where you getting it? Huh, who’s giving it to you, Joe? You know she’s not as good as me, can’t make you feel like I can.” 


     “Just be gone when I get back,” he said. 


     “Aw, come on, Joe. Don’t you remember how good I make you feel, the way you like to hold me?” 


     “I remember how badly you made me feel when I wanted you with every nerve in my body and you didn’t care, but I don’t want you anymore. You took my kids! Now take your drunk self out of my apartment. Be gone when I get back,” he said for the third time. 


     “Liar! Of course you still want me,” she screamed. “You loser, I’m leaving. Who needs you anyway?” Her arm was shaking, her head bobbing with the hateful words she spat out. “Loser cop, you’ll never be anything else. I came here to see someone else, but he was out for a while, so I thought I would see poor, sad Joe. Even his kids hate him. But you can rot, as far as I care. You hear me, Joe? You’ll always be a loser.” 


     He ran out of the door, stumbling over the sidewalk in an effort to get away from the vitriol in her voice, the hateful words slamming him as he ran. The city was noisy with traffic moving from downtown to the outskirts, where more people were living every year, but Joe couldn’t hear anything except the hate in his ex-wife’s voice. He ran farther than he had before, giving her plenty of time to get out of his apartment, praying she would be gone when he got back. He wondered if she was lying about his kids hating him. They were still young and impressionable. She could sway them if she wanted, but he had never believed she would stoop to that. Not caring about him was one thing, but she wanted to hurt him that night because he had rejected her. He had to believe that, or everything else he’d ever believed about her was a lie. 


     Two hours later, Joe walked in his living room to find it in disarray but empty. He breathed a sigh of relief then headed for the shower after putting the safety chain on his front door. The manager would be getting an earful the next day; he could put money on that. As soon as his shower was done, Joe picked up his phone and called Lilly Ann, and was immediately cheered by her sharp wit, so much like Maude’s. 


     “Hey, Joe, couldn’t stay away from my sultry voice?” Lilly Ann was just what he needed to break the spell his ex-wife had laid on him.  


     “No, not for a minute,” he said, and breathed deeply. “Not for another minute.” They talked for a while then closed it off, each getting back to their schedules. Before the phone was disconnected, Lilly Ann said that a visit to her aunt would be a welcome getaway from home, and maybe her mother would like to visit as well. She said she would call her aunt and set it up. “If so, I hope your dance card isn’t full,” she said. “I’ll let you know when.” 


     Joe smiled on the way to the kitchen, taking a minute to open the refrigerator and grab a cold beer. He had an hour or so till bedtime and decided to spend it going over some old notes on Robert Dawson, just on the chance the criminal in the hospital was more coherent than everyone thought. Two beers later, Joe had a picture of the man and the ways he had fooled police agencies for almost twenty years. The detective rose from the easy chair’s deep cushions and paced the floor, putting it together, using his old forensics training. Criminals with personality disorders were terrible because none of society’s rules applied to them. Nothing mattered in their world except what they wanted. If Dawson’s mind was awake and scheming, he could easily fool a roomful of doctors, yet be planning a deluge of murders all the while. Joe knew he and Maude needed to visit the inmate in the mental hospital. A face-to-face with the man was called for. 


     The next day Sheila called him no less than ten times, apologetic, begging him to take her back. She said that life was hard in California and she was lonely without him. She begged him for one more chance. Just to meet for coffee after work, and talk. Joe agreed, but was unimpressed with her contrite request. He went for the boys’ sake, not for hers or his. 


     He met her after work and they talked, or, that is, she talked and he listened. She wanted him to move to California and get a job, doing something besides police work. She guaranteed their life would be good. Joe could only stare at the woman who was once his wife, wondering when it went wrong. For a long time he’d blamed their divorce on his preoccupation with work, but watching her across the table, as she tried to convince him that all could be solved if he would just change, suddenly Joe was freed of any feeling of guilt that he had lost her. The truth was, she didn’t love him, probably never did. 


     “No thanks, Sheila. It’s too little, too late. I love my job, and my boys are the only reasons I would ever go to California. I’m sorry your life is rotten right now, but it isn’t me you want.” 


     He stood at the table and looked down on the woman he’d once loved. “I love my sons, but I don’t want to live with you. Goodbye, Sheila.” 


     Walking away from her tears didn’t hurt, but it didn’t feel great either. Joe made his way back home, sad that his marriage had ended so badly. 


     On the other side of town, Maude slapped mosquitoes and smoked her last cigarette of the day. She wished for a cold shot of gin but resisted searching the house for any, trying to be content sitting outside in the coolest part of the day. Her stomach ached with the need, and her thoughts were raging. Just one drink to settle down with. What could it hurt? She had been drinking for years and she wasn’t dead yet. Just a glass of tonic then, poured over ice. That should help. No, too much like the real stuff; the next minute would have her in the house, looking. Playing games with her mind, Maude knew she was in trouble when the rage started coming to the top. She had to get a handle on it. 


     John Eberhart had told her one time to call him if she ever needed help with drinking. She’d told him then, in her smart aleck voice, that she never needed anyone’s help with drinking. She did quite well by herself. Picking up her phone, she searched through the contacts list until she found him. It was 10:30 at night, though, and she hated to call  


     Anyone, especially a coworker, that late. Eberhart answered on the second ring, which was a good thing, because she was about to hang up. 


     “Yeah, Eberhart here,” was what he said. She really wanted a drink. 


     “John, it’s Maude Rogers.” She finally got the words out. “You said for me to call.” 


     “What do you need, Maude? How can I help you?” 


     “I’m not sure, John. Probably a bad idea calling this late.” The disconnect button was just about under her index finger. 


     “Is it your drinking?” he asked, kind of quiet, so no one could overhear his words. 


     “Yeah,” she mumbled, embarrassed. 


     “Have you been drinking tonight?”  


     “Not yet. Do you go to those meetings?” Telling personal details of her life wasn’t Maude’s way.  


     “I do,” Eberhart said. “That’s my private business. If you really want help, think about why you called, pray about it, and tomorrow I’ll go with you to a meeting.” 


     “You don’t intend to hammer me about this?” she asked him warily. 


     No, Maude.” He sighed. “I won’t hammer you.” 


     “Good. Tomorrow, then.” Maude said a quick goodnight and punched the button on her phone harder than was needed. She was scared of admitting to others her dependence on alcohol. Gin, the drink of sneaks who hid their sins from the world, had a tight hold on her: cold, in a water glass, no one but her to know the difference. The memory of Grace’s cancer slammed her then, the days when there was nothing but pain for both Maude and her mother. The cabinet in her mother’s house held some medicinal spirits: a small bottle of bourbon whiskey for colds and a half-pint of gin left behind by her brother. He’d never been one to drink much; his lady-in-waiting was meth and her cousins. But the first taste of gin seemed to calm Maude’s nerves, made her cry less, even when Grace finally died. After that, there were other reasons to continue until there was no reason to stop. She hated the compulsion now, the need to feel the familiar comfort of a pint bottle under her pillow. 


     Wrestling with her desire for a drink, Maude thought about praying, suddenly ashamed it had been so long since her last talk with God. She tried it, muttering words of contrition, hoping He didn’t see her for the failure she felt. Finally, in the midst of a word, she fell asleep sober for the first time in a long time. 


     The next morning her mouth was dry and her stomach heaved as she barely made it to the bathroom, the bile from an empty stomach burning as it emptied into the porcelain toilet. Her head was worse than if she’d passed out drunk. The first cup of coffee tasted like the bile she’d just spewed, but she drank it laced heavily with cream and sugar, the memory of her brother crowding other thoughts. She’d seen him many times, clinging to a syrupy-sweet cup, filling his system with sugar when he needed to get high. 


     Thankfully, Tuesdays were usually slow, mostly paperwork days, a time to reflect on the cases needing closing. That was a good thing; her movements were slower, her mind befuddled as she tried to shower and dress. The first cigarette of the day had its own life force—the nicotine went straight to her alcohol-starved brain, the effect almost dizzying. 


     “I am a mess,” she said, “an old lady drunk on an overnight dry-out.” The truth stared Maude in the face, all the wondering she’d been doing confirmed. She made more coffee and loaded it again with sugar, a thing she’d never done before this morning. Maybe as soon as she got to work things would level out. She was picking up Joe from his apartment, and had to hurry through her front yard full of leaves, stumbling along, her body hurting from the thirty or so hours of self-imposed sobriety. The keys shook in the hand reaching for the ignition, not enough to be a problem, but enough to notice. Thankfully, Joe lived about five minutes away. She was once again glad he had moved away from his old address, out of the area where car tires were regularly slashed and a cop could die waiting for help from his neighbors. 


     Finally arriving at Joe’s apartment, Maude honked the horn a couple of times, feeling the vibration in her aching head. The sugar in her belly was burning its way through with ups and downs of energy, sending false messages of good health to her brain. Joe ran out his door, almost spilling his coffee, headed for the passenger side of the police unit. When he saw her sitting there, he shot a questioning look toward her then shrugged and opened the driver’s door. 


     “Morning, partner. To what do I owe the privilege of being your escort?” If it had been anyone but Joe, the message would have come out as snarky, but his sense of humor could usually be counted on when addressing a strange situation. Joe could read Maude pretty well, and that morning he could see she was troubled. “Somebody steal your cookies this morning?” he asked. 


     She looked at him then, her face haggard in the early morning light, the red streaks through white in her blue eyes telling. She’d pulled a drunk or needed a drink. Joe had seen those eyes many times in his twenty-nine years. First in his dad, then later his older brother got caught up in a sorry lifestyle with bad women, booze, and other people’s money. Joe guessed he was as close to Maude as he had been to either of the two. She was his partner and mentor at work, as well as someone he respected deeply. 


     “Yeah,” she said, “the whole box.” 


     They drove the last few minutes to the Cop Shop without conversation, a rarity, Joe thought. He wondered if it was the train murder that had her going, bringing back bad memories. Not wanting to push too hard, he eased into the conversation. 


     “Well, are you going to tell me or not?” he said, looking sidelong at her. The early morning wrinkles in her face seemed deeper than yesterday, making her age more apparent. 


     Silence was all she gave, shaking her head a little, telling him to back off. 


     “Okay,” he said. “I’m here if you want to talk.” 


     A look of relief passed over her face then, an acknowledgement that, no matter what, she could depend on his friendship. 


     Captain James Patterson, the commander of the Homicide unit of Madison, supervised one lieutenant and four detectives of the section, as well as those of the Criminal Investigation Division. Patterson had received his appointment as captain due in great deal to two cases solved by Maude and Joe. James Patterson was a man who wanted to go places in the department, but even more than that, he wanted to be known for his ability to get cases solved. He chose smart, savvy people to work under him whenever he could. His wife Celia, or Ceely, as he called her, wore the invisible police star around the house, issuing orders as she needed things done.  


     Five feet ten and on the thin side, Captain Patterson seemed a bigger man than he really was; his manner gruff and sometimes hurried. In his fifties he had started shaving his head to avoid the balding that was part of his dad’s and mother’s families. Two uncles had slick skulls, and his old man’s hair began turning loose before it changed colors. James knew he was destined for it, so went with it. A blue cap with a visor matched his daily uniform, an almost formal look, but nice nonetheless. Off duty, an Astros cap hugged his head all day, shading brown eyes and a nose that was squashed too many times when he was young. He appeared intelligent at first glance; his way of staring at someone made them think he could see deep beyond the normal human scope. He couldn’t really read people that well, just looked the part, so he used it to his advantage. No one could blame him for that. He fooled most, but not Maude Rogers, his best detective. Maybe she could see into people and know when they were full of crap.  


     Whatever the reasons for his success, the captain had a good thing going and didn’t intend to let anyone mess with him or his detectives. The lieutenant spot had yet to be filled, and probably wouldn’t be as long as Patterson could manage from above. Money was tight in the department. 


     The previous captain had hated Maude, and had been determined to break her so she’d resign. What he didn’t realize was she intended to hang on to her job until retirement, even if it meant putting up with cops and criminals picked from the same tree. 


     That morning when Maude was burning up with the need for a drink, the captain was in the office, grabbing a quick cup, anxious to get on upstairs before someone tied him down. He looked over the reports on the desk, scanning them for anything of interest. Maude’s first page about the missing woman report by the son didn’t stir the captain’s interest much. He seemed to think it was probably a hoax and not related to the incident on the tracks. Maude gave him a look, determined to not lose her temper. She was afraid of what might happen if she let it go. 


     “Whatever you think, boss,” she said, responding to his remarks. “If you don’t mind, I’m going to follow up on it, just in case.” Her belly was screaming, the need for alcohol burning its way there. She began to wonder what made her choose this time to quit drinking. Quit…drinking. She hadn’t thought of it that way, hadn’t considered quitting. Sweating, she ran to the bathroom, leaving Patterson looking at her retreating back. Barely making it to the toilet, Maude sat on the floor and leaned over on her hands, letting the bile string out of her mouth. The porcelain was cold against her skin, the smell of bleach from last night’s cleaning burning her nose. Finally the spasms went away, and a little cold water seemed to settle her churning insides. The headache was back, terrible and relentless. She reached in her pocket for the ibuprofen and decided to wait, and take some Excedrin and antacids.  


     “I’m a terrible mess,” she said to no one, the words falling out of her mouth. “Gotta catch a murderer, don’t have time to be sick.” 


     After rising from the floor with the help of the handicap bar beside the seat, Maude made her way back to the squad room, eyeing the people who had come in after she made the mad dash to the bathroom. The only one she was looking for was Eberhart. She found him at his desk, a cup of coffee sitting in front, a few grains of sugar still on the rim. 


     “Got a minute?” she asked him.  


     “Sure, how can I help?” He was all attention then, seeing her face, her posture. “You did it, didn’t you? Made it twenty-four hours without a drink.” 


     “Yeah, not sure why. But I did. What do I do now? How long will this puking last?” 


     “Most of the day. But it gets less and less. Keep your lunch hour open.” 


     “Couldn’t eat if I tried,” she said, headed to the coffeepot. After lacing a cup with three spoons of sugar, Maude went back to her desk and sat down, the sweet brew in front of her. Sipping a little, she began to feel better. The water bottle in her pocket came out and she sipped it, not anxious to run back to the restroom. 


     Joe had been out in the foyer talking to another detective about an old burglary case, and made his way back to the desk across from Maude. “You all right, partner?” 


     “Hope so,” she said, and tasted the coffee slowly, watching the clock. 


     “Got a new case came in last night. Frieda picked it up in our ballpark. Want to check it out?” 


     “What was it, Joe?” 


     “Looks like a robbery gone bad. Perp broke into the Northside Pawn about midnight. Manager had worked late, getting the books together. Owner said he did that on high sale days, the rules, you know. Must have been a good payday yesterday. Manager’s name was Marlin Thompson, white male, about twenty-five, shot between the eyes. One bullet was all it took. Still, perp did some shooting for fun, looked like. Broke window cases, glass doors. Some jewelry taken, moneybag gone. Our case if we want it.” 


     “Sure, I need to stay busy. Got something to do at lunchtime, though. Have to break away for a while.” 


     “No problem, Maude. I can do some follow-up, see what the crime scene boys and girls found out. Would rather have been called out for it, but seems Frieda was in town, at a restaurant near there, and picked it up.” 


     “Maybe we can get enough info from the pictures and evidence. Did you talk to Frieda?” She was feeling a little better, her head not so bad after three Excedrin. 


     “Yeah. He said it was pretty straightforward. Guy behind the counter, lying on the floor near the desk, might have tried for a gun. A .45 was in the drawer, registered to Wallace Avery, store owner. Maybe he was shot before he had time to get it.” 


     Maude thought about the scene, wondering about the reckless shooting. “Sounds like it was personal. Who shoots up a pawnshop? A waste of time and noise. Sure, let’s take it. Maybe captain will let us beg off the parade tomorrow. Tell him we’re too busy.” 


     “Okay. Fine with me. Still, I was looking forward to seeing some pretty girls riding in convertibles,” Joe said, grinning. 


     “Then you go, that’ll take his eyes off me,” she said, thinking ahead. Jeez, she hated parades, especially when the boss wanted to show off. 


     “I’ll sacrifice for the cause,” Joe said. “Meanwhile, what do you want me to do?” 


     “Let’s go to the pawnshop, look around. See what happened,” she said. “Burglary and murder make fine bedfellows,” she said, quoting a book she’d read somewhere. Maude’s head was starting to swell again, or at least it felt like it. Her mouth was dry but she was scared to drink too much, fearing it would come up and she’d start vomiting again. Walking a little slowly to keep from getting woozy, she neared Eberhart’s desk and spoke to him quietly, asking where to meet him later. He told her the name of the church where the meetings were held and said she could go on in if he wasn’t outside. 


     “Yeah, okay, see you there,” she said, her voice hoarse from vomiting.  


     Eberhart looked across the room where Maude had gone, and wondered if she would make it. After so many years of depending on gin to ease her troubles, she might not be able to stay away from booze. He remembered his own nights of sweating and seeing snakes. Quitting was easy; you just don’t do it anymore. One day at a time. But staying quit with all the stress in a cop’s life was hard. He could testify. Hallelujah, he was sober today. 


     Bob Eberhart was a dark-skinned man with a bald pate, his eyes dark and kind, patient—a man like him would have to have great tolerance to continue working with Alfred Wheeler, his partner. Tall and big all around, Eberhart had a sense of himself; his character filled out, not defined by others, but by the strength within the man. It was that strength that drew Maude to his words. He gave her hope. 


     The Northside Pawnshop was on the east side of Madison, just off the dividing line where north becomes east. The two detectives discussed the misnomer, and decided the owner didn’t want to associate his business with the lower economy eastern part of the city. Joe drove the city vehicle, trying to remember where the business was located without using a GPS. A quirk of his, but he enjoyed the hunt when there was time. That Tuesday was setting up to be a busy one, so Joe didn’t have any playtime; he quickly programmed his phone for the address, and began making his way there. Maude was sitting against the passenger door, looking as though she was going to jump and run. Joe had seen some perps with that look. He wondered about his partner’s problem, but was sure that whatever it was, it wouldn’t interfere with the job. 


     Getting out of the car took all her effort, but once out, the brisk wind revived her, taking her mind off the drum beating in her brain. A small drugstore was next to the pawnshop, and she nodded at Joe then darted inside, searching the counter for vitamins. Bob had told her to start taking multivitamins with thiamine, and to drink lots of fluid. She found what she needed and popped a handful, downing them with a pint of lime-flavored sports drink. The shock to her stomach had her gagging at first, but she held it down, apologizing to the clerk, who stared vacantly at the empty drink bottle in Maude’s hand. 


     “Getting the flu,” she said, closing the door behind her. 


     The pawnshop smelled of sulfur and smoke and the unmistakable odor of blood. A puddle had begun to dry behind the counter, and even with the markers left by the crime scene investigators, there was plenty of it undisturbed. Maude figured the manager must have died from blood loss rather than the injury. There were pieces of glass on most of the floor tiles, glass that came from the jewelry and merchandise display windows. They were all blown out. The noise must have been incredible, she thought. On and on the firing continued around the room. The clerk was shot first, or they would have seen some sign he tried to defend himself or run. 


     Joe was busy taking notes and talking to the owner, after calling and asking him to come to the scene, maybe help out with some answers to their questions. The man’s name was Wallace Avery, a fiftyish, pale-skinned man with watery blue eyes, and oily light brown hair. He was dressed in brown slacks, white shirt, and a brown with white dotted bow tie. Avery seemed overwhelmed by the violence around him.  


     “Mr. Avery, this is Maude Rogers, my partner. We’ll both be asking some questions. Is there a back room where we could sit for a few minutes?” 


     “Sure,” Avery said, “follow me,” leading them to a small room with a padlock on the outside. “Just a minute,” he said, pulling his keys from his pocket. I keep this door locked.” 


     “Was it locked last night, Mr. Avery?” Maude asked. 


     “Oh, yes, it’s always locked if I’m not here. I keep the pawn receipts and payments, plus the more valuable jewelry is put away each night, inside the safe.” 


     “So you had most everything locked up last night?” she asked, then swallowed a few times to get rid of nausea. 


     “Yes, ma’am. I’m sorry Marlin had to die for a few pieces of jewelry. I guess the man who killed him didn’t know we kept everything locked away. Or maybe Marlin wouldn’t give him the keys. Seems strange, the way that happened.” 


     Maude nodded. “Most crimes don’t make any sense.” 


     Joe pulled up chairs around a small table.  


     “Sit down, Maude. Take a load off,” he said, knowing she was suffering. 


     She looked at him gratefully, her eyes bloodshot as though she’d pulled a real drunk the night before, but he knew better. She wasn’t herself; he could see the pain in her face. 


     Joe decided to ask a few questions himself. He talked to Avery about the people who normally came in the shop, if anyone had been hanging around suspiciously lately. Avery told him people did that regularly at a pawnshop, eyeing the merchandise from their defaulted loans.  


     “We have to threaten to call the cops every now and again,” he said, shaking his head. “But nothing lately.” 


     “Did your manager have any enemies?”  


     “None that I know, but then, Marlin kept to himself. He did his job and never talked about his personal life.” Avery pushed his glasses back, the strain of losing an employee to murder telling on the man. He shrugged and rearranged the bow tie a little, getting more room to breathe, his shirt collar wet from sweat. Avery reached into a pants pocket, extracted a white handkerchief, and began mopping his forehead and eyes with one corner. 


     “Mr. Avery, do you have any enemies who would like to see you suffer?” Maude asked, eyeing the man’s distress. 


     The store owner was silent for a minute then nodded once. “Maybe,” he said quietly. “There’s a man I knew many years ago; a friend, I once thought, but now I don’t know. He was in my store a few days ago, standing at the front door, not saying anything. I recognized him and spoke out, said hello, but he stared at me, almost as if he hated me, then he left.” Avery mopped his face again, sweating more. 


     “Does this man have a name?” Maude asked, her fingers shaking as she began to write in her book. 


     “Yes, Phillip Mason, from Woodsboro, a small town outside Detroit.” 


     “Detroit, Michigan?” she asked, trying to process what he had said. 


     “Yes, I lived in Detroit once myself and knew him from there. Phillip and I had known each other in the Army. We met during Desert Storm. I got out of the Army soon after and started a business in a small jewelry store. Phillip looked me up when his time was over in the Army, and invested his savings in the store. That made us partners, though not equal. We had an argument over his demands for full partnership. By that time, I didn’t trust his business sense and bought him out. He became very angry with me, but it was in the contract we had both signed: if at any time we could no longer work together, I could buy him out. Because I didn’t know him very well in the beginning, I protected my store with the clause in the contract.” 


     “Yeah,” Joe said. “So later, what, you came here?” 


     “Yes, I stayed in Woodsboro for years and built my business into a very profitable one. Then I sold it for a profit and moved here. A month later, I invested in this shop and never saw Phillip again until three days ago.” 


     “So you think this Phillip Mason might have a big gripe with you and took it out on your manager and your shop?” Joe asked. 


     “I…I am not sure of anything. I only know he glared at me as though he wanted to kill me.” 


     The two detectives looked at one another, recognizing the perp might have just been given a motive. Revenge served cold. But why not wait until the shop was open then shoot Avery? Why shoot Thompson? Was the murderer confused and shot the wrong man? If so, how did it go down? Maude had to wonder if it made sense. She knew they would have to find Phillip Mason. In the meantime, they could get the facts from the crime scene investigators. Maybe tie him to the crime. They thanked Avery and left, said they would be in touch. He nodded, his thoughts far away. Maybe a place near Detroit, Maude thought. 


     Outside the office they looked the scene over again. Maude turned and asked Avery if there was camera footage. He said the camera lens had been shot out by some toughs a few weeks earlier, but he believed the back-up smaller camera was working the night before. He said he had the previous films that might help to identify Phillip Mason. Avery got up from the table, unlocked a drawer, and removed a digital card. 


     “This is from the last few days. Probably since last Thursday. Phillip was here that day, I think.” 


     “Give us the video for the last month,” Maude said. “We’ll need you to identify your friend if he’s here.” 


     “Sure,” Avery said. “As soon as you need me.” 


     After making a few more notes, the detectives left, and drove to the county building where evidence was processed. All the city-county work was coordinated through a criminal justice building under the heading of Criminal Investigation Division. The county morgue was next door, and Maude hoped to catch Doctor Keller, the pathologist, in—failing that, she would be just as glad to talk to his part-time man, Theodore Hollingsworth, who had already steered her in the right direction. 


     The technicians from the lab hadn’t processed their information, and when Joe went in asking for the findings, he got what they had to offer, but it wasn’t much. No fingerprints back yet except on Marlin Thompson, the manager. Pawnbrokers were fingerprinted for jobs because of fraud opportunities, selling gold and gems and laundering stolen and counterfeit money. There were few prints on the scene due to the broken glass from the showcases. What they really needed was lead from the bullets and any empty casings left behind by the killer. Joe asked and was told there were no casings found, but some lead had been removed from the wall. Once they found the gun it could be matched. 


     Maude had a little better luck talking to Holly. He said the killer had used a .45 automatic, firing two bullets into Marlin Thompson at close range. An enormous amount of firepower had been used in the pawnshop as Maude saw it, a terrible load of revenge if that was the motive. She left the morgue with the promise that more information would be forthcoming when the autopsy was finished. Holly told her the initial report on Eve Devine should be on the Homicide desk.  


    

      


    


  




  

     Chapter 9 


     She made it to the car before her stomach began acting up again, the need for a drink turning her inside out. She knew it was going to get worse before it got better. Add that to the arthritis in her knees, and Maude was ready to find a place and get drunk. If it hadn’t been for the promise she’d made to Bob Eberhart, she might have done just that. Instead, she made her way back to the city car and found Joe waiting for her. She asked him to drop her off at the small church three blocks from the Cop Shop. He didn’t ask why, just said okay, waiting for her to tell him. Looking out the window, she kept silent, then opened the door and got out when he stopped the car. 


     “Want me to pick you up later?” Joe was more than her partner; he was a friend and could tell she was having worse than a bad day. 


     “No, I’ll catch a ride with someone. Tell you about it later.” She lowered her eyes, not wanting Joe to see she was scared.  


     “Okay, see you back at work,” he said, and drove away. 


     The room was a meeting room or a dining room, whatever need was greater. The small group that met in the Assembly of God building every day at noon posted a sign that said they were not affiliated with the church and that all that was required was the desire to stay off alcohol in all its forms. Maude sat down and waited for someone to ask her to fill out a membership card or pay some dues. She had never been to a meeting before and was uncomfortable with her situation. Finally several more people showed up and formed a circle. As they began to talk, Maude decided she didn’t belong there. She had a job, had family, friends. Her drinking hadn’t changed her life that much. Looking around the room, she searched for Bob Eberhart and, not seeing him, began to get out of her chair to leave. 


     A young woman of about twenty-five leaned over and whispered in her ear.  


     “It’s right down the hall. First door to your right.” 


     “What?” Maude asked, trying to keep her voice low. 


     “The bathroom. Down the hall. First right.” 


     “Oh. Thanks,” she told the girl. “Going for coffee.” Maude had noticed the big pot surrounded by people waiting for a cup. She went for it and stood with her cup in hand, noticing the hodgepodge of people attending the meeting. Finally her turn at the pot came and she poured the cup and loaded it with sugar. The day screamed for it. 


     She listened to people talk about alcohol troubles, some of them sounding familiar, others completely foreign in their depravity. Finally the meeting was over and she left, the voices going over and over in her mind. They were not her kind of people, she thought. She could stay away from booze by herself. She wasn’t sick. A short walk back to the office helped to clear her mind as the headache receded, and her rationalizations continued. The pamphlets they gave her were too small to read as she walked; they would wait until later. Wondering what happened to Eberhart, Maude walked through the Homicide door and spotted Joe. 


     “Hey, Joe,” she said, tapping him on the shoulder as she passed his desk. “Did you see a report from the coroner?” 


     “Yeah, it’s there on your desk. How you doing?” he asked with genuine concern.  


     “Better, I think. Listen,” she said, studying the printout, “I want to look at this then take a ride to the Amtrak station, see if they have a new stationmaster. Maybe get some answers to questions about Eve Devine’s murder. You going?” 


     Joe checked the time on his watch.  


     “Can’t go, partner. Personnel needs me to sign some papers to get my kids covered by health insurance. My ex lost benefits when she lost her job.” His tone was grim as he remembered the visit from his ex-wife. “She’s not the same woman I married,” he said thoughtfully. “I’m seeing her for a while today, for coffee. I hope for our kids’ sake she doesn't pull the same stuff.” 


     “We all change, Joe. It’s our nature to be jackasses,” Maude said, the report in her hand. “When you got married you were both kids. Sounds like you grew up straight, but her trip took a side road.” 


     “Yeah, I’m seeing more and more the life she’s leading is bad on my boys. Not anything I can do about it. They don’t want to talk to me. The Christmas and birthday presents I send them come back, refused by recipient.” 


     Maude looked him over, saw the pain, and decided to leave it alone. God knows she had enough of her own. 


     “Well, you go take care of your insurance, then when you get back, write up the report on what we found this morning and the conversation we had with the owner. Avery. Okay?” 


     “Sure, sorry about not riding out with you. You going to be all right?” Joe was concerned. Maude hadn’t been right all day. 


     “I’ll be fine,” she said, hoping it was true. 


     The air had cooled some, with a wet front on the way. So much rain had already fallen in August the weather guys were saying the summer was a drought breaker. Even the lakes had come up some, taking pressure off the people needing water downriver. Maude drove through the rain, straight to the train station, hoping she had made it before the daytime employees went on break. The need had subsided some, just enough to make her feel almost human again. Problem was it came in waves—one minute she was fine, the next she was seeing things that were doubtful. Hazing in the distance, ripples across her near vision, almost indistinct, yet still there, were unusual and a little scary. So far there were no signs of pink elephants crossing the road. She was trying hard to keep from falling into a blue funk, but, convinced it was mind over matter, the problem began to be more manageable and less foreign. She could do it, just as long as it didn’t get any worse. Later she remembered, anything coming too easily never amounted to much in the long run.  


     Driving in, she noticed a few cars parked in the lot. Maude looked at her watch and knew it was too early for the crowd to begin gathering for pickup. The 6:10 was at least two hours away from the station. She had found out the runs continued, even after Eve Devine was killed: hers wasn’t the first body to be found on the Missouri-Pacific rail lines, nor would it be the last. Something about the rails drew people to the small line of steel, it was a come-on to the down and out. Sometimes they lay down voluntarily, feeling the vibration in the rails as metal bumped wood, carrying the engine closer and closer to the end of a journey, the sleeper’s journey from breath to what lay beyond. Men who worked the cars and the engines could never figure the attraction-such an ugly way to die. 


     “Maude Rogers,” she said, her extended hand shaking slightly, “Homicide, wonder if you have a few minutes?”  


     The man at the other end of the handshake said he was the temporary stationmaster, Walter Weems, and he was headed toward the stack of tickets that lay behind a newly installed glass panel. “Bulletproof,” he told her. “How can I help? I just got here.” Weems eyed the counter behind the glass. “If you can make this quick, there’s a lot of work to do.” 


     “How well did you know Henry Fonda?” she asked, needing a cigarette almost as much as she needed answers. 


     “I knew him, though not well—came down here a couple of times over the last year for an audit. Normal procedure for us. Henry was a good man, joked and laughed with everyone. Can’t understand why someone would kill him.”  


     “That’s what we intend to find out, Mr. Weems. Did he ever talk to you about his personal life?” 


     “No, mostly what I remember about the man was his name. You know…the actor in Hollywood.”  


     “Uh-huh. Is there anyone in this station I could talk to that might have known if Mr. Fonda had any recent threats or disagreements with anyone?”   


     “Probably Freddy, that guy over there in the corner. He’s been around a while. Helps out, gets people on the train, cleans up. Other than him, the conductors, and the porters on the train, there isn’t anyone. Small operation, these stations.” Weems had settled a little, not as worried now about the work to be done. 


     “Thank you for your cooperation, Mr. Weems. I may have other questions later. In the meantime, I’ll speak to that fellow Freddy. If you think of anything else, give me a call,” she said, passing him a business card. “You can talk to my partner, Joe Allen, if I’m not there.” Weems nodded disinterestedly and entered the now safe room to begin a lengthy recount of tickets versus income over the past forty-eight hours. He could see it was going to be a nightmare. 


     Freddy ‘English’ was a pool player and cleanup man. One he did because it provided the money for him to do the other. His pool skills were widely known in Madison—even Maude had heard of the man and some of his wins. A little bent over from life, he was busy manipulating a broom as though spinal curvature was something other people had. His body moved rhythmically, back and forth, swinging the broom in a classic pendulum movement, moving trash from behind the rows of seats and near the water fountain. 


     “Help you, ma’am?” he asked her, not moving his lips. Maude wondered how he did that. “Be done here in just a minute.” 


     She stepped back and walked outside, taking a minute to light up her second unfiltered for the day. The nicotine from the tobacco made her woozy for a minute; her head and stomach both seemed to be on the same merry-go-round. Still, she wouldn’t get another cigarette until late evening—four a day was her limit. One before bed, and three others for the day. Probably still get cancer, she thought. Waited too late to cut back. All this getting rid of bad habits might make her live longer, but at what price? She shook her head at what she believed to be foolishness. Of course she wanted to live as long as the Good Lord gave her, but a life of pain was not what she called living. There had to be a compromise somewhere. 


     Toward the end of her unfiltered, Freddy came outside with a cup of coffee for himself and one for her. She stood gazing at the double tracks where the passenger and freight trains bypassed one another on their way to multiple destinations. Something was still bothering her about the day of the murder, some piece of information that got by without being looked at closely. She looked at her notes but couldn’t find anything. 


     “Well, detective, ma’am, what can Freddy help you with?” His brown eyes danced, as though he knew a secret and was busting to tell it. Maude looked him over closely, wondering what filled a man with so much energy. 


     “Wonder what you can tell me about Henry Fonda and the day that woman was killed?” 


     “That woman was looking for trouble. I saw her that morning, had evil in her eye. Old evil, seemed to me. Henry was being his nice self, just talking, and she got up in his face,” Freddy said. “No call for it. Henry was making small talk, and she nearly tore him a new one. Sorry, ma’am. My language gets its own mojo going. Hard to control it.” 


     “Okay. I have my days too.” She sipped the cup he handed her, grateful for the heat of the coffee, if not for the taste. 


     “Yes, ma’am, I believe this might be one of your bad ones,” he said, his bent back leaning against the doorjamb as he patiently waited for what came next. 


     “What do you mean?” she asked. 


     “The need seems to be on you, ma’am. Seems to be a right burden for you.” 


     She relaxed then, tired of hiding the truth. The craving for a drink was there every minute. “Does it get better? It doesn’t seem worth what it takes.” 


     “Ma’am, I’m considerable older than you, though I doubt I have seen as much. The drink gets a terrible hold on you, but it does not have to be master. Keep that thought. It helps me to keep it away.” 


     Maude looked at the man closely, grateful for the words of wisdom. Funny, she thought, I must be getting soft in my dotage. “I’ll remember that,” she said. “Back to the woman, anything strike you wrong about her?” 


     “Let me think. My memory’s not as clear as it used to be. Takes me a minute to call it back. Seems she was real concerned about folks looking her in the eye. Like she didn’t want to be noticed too close.” Freddy coughed then leaned over a little more, worrying Maude he was going to tumble to the concrete walkway. 


     “That was the part with Henry. Him being friendly, and her telling him to mind his beeswax. Something was off about all that.” 


     “Freddy, had you ever heard of Eve Devine before that day? Would you have known her if you saw her?”  


     “No, ma’am. I sure didn’t. Why, she could have been anyone.” 


     “That’s what I’m afraid of, Freddy. Just that. Thank you for your cooperation,” she said, turning to leave. 


     “Why yes, ma’am, detective. And if it gets where it wants to be master, get to a meeting. That’s how I do it.” 


     She shrugged, not at all sure about those meetings. They seemed to her to be nothing more than a group of people talking about their troubles. She couldn’t imagine how they might help her. 


     Sitting in the car after leaving the stationmaster, Maude looked at her notes again from the day of the murder, trying to remember what got her attention. She had spoken with the woman in the parking lot, a Marge Campbell, 3226 Winding Way. The woman had mentioned a man out jogging with his dog, running across the tracks! Those were the words that had niggled and nagged Maude since first she heard them. There must have been something distracting her not to follow up. Using the car’s GPS unit, she programmed the address and began driving to the Campbell residence. 


     A doghouse was positioned in the yard near the front door where a very large Rottweiler lay on the grass, enjoying the coolness of the evening. There was daylight for another couple hours, but the heat of the day had dissipated some. Without making an appointment, Maude took her chances that someone would be in the house. She had a need to know what Marge Campbell had seen. 


     The dog ran to the extent of his chain, the deep woof of the animal an indication of what he would like to do to her. She hadn’t had but a couple of dog bites through the years, working in the field, but they were enough to make her remember the pain involved. Staying to the right of the steps, she knocked on the front door, certain someone inside the brick house had heard the dog. They probably hoped she would go away and not disturb them during the dinner hour. 


     Knocking again set the dog off once more, his loud chuff warning her away from the door. Convenient way to discourage door-to-door vendors, she thought. Finally the door was opened by a thin, elderly man in his sixties or early seventies. 


     “Yes,” he said, when he saw Maude. “May I help you, miss?”  


     She liked the miss, almost made her feel young again. 


     Pulling her shield, Maude introduced herself and asked to see Marge Campbell.  


     “You must be Frank, Marge’s husband,” she said after consulting her notes. 


     “Yes, I am.” He nodded. “Please come in, detective. Marge is in the den, watching television.” 


     “I’m sorry to bother you,” she said. “I have a couple of questions. It won’t take long.” Maude was trying to be as polite as possible. Calling on people in the evenings made some unhappy. She smiled, even though her mouth hurt doing it. About the time Marge came to the door, Maude’s stomach rumbled and growled loudly enough others could hear it. 


     “Sorry, no lunch,” she said by way of explanation. 


     Marge had her lounge dress on, covering the wrinkles in her skin caused by the Naugahyde couch. She had a bright smile across her face when she approached Maude. 


     “Have you come to tell me what’s been done about the parking?” she asked. 


     “The parking?” Maude asked, confused. “What about the parking?” 


     “Why, officer, at the train station where those dark-skinned men drive their taxis and disturb other drivers. They just won’t obey the rules. I thought that was why you had come. Remember? I asked for the police to make them obey the rules.” 


     Marge was consistent if she was anything. She also remembered her grievances. Maude was hoping the woman’s memory would serve her well in other ways. 


     “Mrs. Campbell—” she began. 


     “Oh, my, just call me Marge, like all my friends do,” Marge said, headed for the couch, motioning for Maude to follow. “Sit down, honey, you look like you could use some rest. FRANK,” she yelled, “BRING SOME ICED TEA. He’s a bit hard of hearing,” she said in a stage whisper. “Now, if my complaint wasn’t what brought you here, what did?” she asked Maude, her large face red from the exertions of walking and yelling at the same time. 


     “Marge, when I spoke to you on the day of the incident at the train station, you told me you had seen someone crossing the parking lot earlier. Do you recall telling me?” Maude asked, taking the sweating glass of tea from Frank’s hand. She nodded her thanks, and drank it quickly, enjoying its cloying sweetness. 


     “Why yes,” Marge answered, her own tea at half-full already. “I saw a man crossing the parking lot and he had a dog with him.” 


     “Do you remember anything about the man,” Maude said, “any description of him? Or the dog, what kind was it?” She emptied the tea glass and set it down, just as Frank refilled it from a pitcher. He caught her eye, a worried look crossing his face as he poured her tea. She had a feeling Frank read a lifetime of her troubles from that one glance.  


     She turned her eyes back to Marge and waited for her answer—the otherworldly feeling that someone had seen into her soul strangely uncomfortable. 


     “Well, as I recall, he was not a tall man. Kind of scrawny as I remember, had that flat-top kind of hair cut that the soldiers wear. But he wasn’t no soldier. Didn’t have that look about him. He was kind of sneaky, if you know what I mean?” 


     “You got all that from a quick look as he ran across the lot?” Maude asked, shaking her head, not disbelieving, but acknowledging most people wouldn’t have paid attention. 


     “Oh yes, I study people,” Marge said, and slurped the last of the tea from her glass. 


     “And the dog?” 


     “Why he looked to be a mutt, not much more than that. No pedigrees, either one of them. Seemed out of place. They ran across the tracks, like the fellow wanted someone to notice him. Kind of slow, making sure he was in the line of cars. Maybe he was looking for someone. I couldn’t say.” 


     “Thank you folks for your hospitality,” Maude said, standing, her right leg asleep from sitting. “Sorry to bother you,” she said again, moving toward the exit. Frank walked with her, stepping out on the porch, closing the door behind her. He reached in his pocket and pulled out a worn copy of Twelve Steps and Twelve Traditions, a small book, well used, the pages dog-eared. 


     “Ma’am, I don’t mean to get in your business, and the last thing I want to do is upset you, but you have the look of a person in need, and I want to give you this if you’d like to have it. We call it the little book, and it has helped many. Should you decide you don’t want it, please give it to someone, don’t throw it away. By passing on the solution, we get one day closer to eliminating the problem.” With that, Frank Campbell turned and walked back in the house, leaving Maude with more questions than she’d had in the beginning. After tucking the book into her jacket pocket, she began the drive home, more than a little perplexed. 


     Darkness was on the countryside when she parked in the garage, an addition she’d had built in the last six months. Always wishing she had a place to park and store her police gear, she had about given up, until the man who had lived in her rent house volunteered to build it in exchange for rent. She always felt she got the best end of the deal, because it took him six weeks to finish it and she only lost that much rent. Since then he had moved away, to live with his eldest son in another state. She was sorry when he left. The rent house was currently occupied by a couple from the East Coast. They had decided to get away from the cold and wet winters, but Maude didn’t think they would last through the heat of a Texas summer. They ran the air conditioner most of the time, and she was thankful they had their own meter. Nice folks and good neighbors, she hoped they would stay for a while. 


     Inside her own home, the familiar walls greeted her, even though the atmosphere in the house seemed charged with tension. Silly, she knew; her house couldn’t respond to the feelings she had, but things did seem different. Maybe it was not having a drink for almost thirty-six hours. A frightening thought that she could count the hours since having her last binge. An evening cigarette was still to come, something she had begun to look forward to without the past ache of need. It had been six months since starting the four a day. The only reason for the number was four goes into twenty-four evenly, and it seemed to work. Sitting on the porch with her feet up, she gazed across the yard as she smoked, admiring a cloud bank lit from underneath, its mass glowing orange-pink as the last rays of the sun exploded across the horizon. God I love a Texas sky, she thought. 


     Reaching in her pocket to move the bulk that punched her in the ribs, Maude found the small book given to her by Frank Campbell. She laid it aside, not believing she needed a book of its sort. She knew that once her mind was set on a plan it was just a matter of doing it. She could do this by herself. Besides, she hadn’t decided to quit drinking, had she? Last night was just a test to see if she could, and it was obvious she had it under control. The thought of food was suddenly on her mind, since she couldn’t really remember the last time she’d eaten. She got up from her rocking chair and went inside, opened the refrigerator, and pulled out two frozen burritos and lettuce for a salad. In the window were two small tomatoes from the market, their skins rosy from sun ripening. Humming a little, Maude put the burritos in the microwave and began tearing the lettuce and slicing one of the tomatoes. Five minutes later the food was ready and she sat down at her table and began eating, at the same time reading the field notebook she kept in her shirt or blazer pocket. 


     The man Marge Campbell had seen could have been Buzzcut, the blond man who had kidnapped her niece Lilly Ann some months back. The man was a mystery, but he seemed to have a connection with Robert Dawson. She and her partners had chased the man for years in Chicago, finally ending it all in Madison. The thought of Dawson unnerved Maude. Not that she was afraid of him—on the contrary, she had no use for the man—but he had formed an early attachment to her and had made it his business to hurt one of the people she cared about.  


     Standing after her quick meal, she automatically went to the refrigerator for ice and tonic, knowing exactly how much to put in the glass. A little bit would be all right, maybe help her sleep. The bottle of Gilbey’s was one of three in the liquor cabinet—all full, for Maude was the type of drinker who didn’t want to run out of her chosen beverage. Considering her options, she decided to wait a little, maybe see how long she could go not taking a drink with it in front of her. The dials moved slowly on the Elgin watch, from 8:00 o’clock to 8:05, ticking so loudly it seemed unreal. All the fingers on her right hand trembled, wanting to pick up the glass, to stop the calliope music playing in her head, ticking off the seconds on her watch. Without another thought, she poured the gin into the glass and took a long drink, her mouth burning with the familiar taste. So good, but just one. She could do that, drink just one. Her head was hurting, but not like it had been, the noises finally shutting down as she poured the second drink. No ice this time, no need for tonic. Just the cool fire of the alcohol singeing her lips, her brain. Two and that’s all. “No more,” she said. “No more.” 


     At 4:00 a.m. the neighbor east of the sunset view turned his car lights on, splaying their beams through her window. Across the table,  her head lay face down in the paper plate with burrito residue from the night before. The empty gin bottles lay side by side in the middle of the table, their missing caps on the floor near her feet, where she had flipped on the fifth drink. Maude awoke, groggy and drunk, unsure of where she was, talking to herself as she moved to the bathroom, holding on to the walls along the way. She fell across the bed afterward, passing out again as her face hit the pillow. 


     At 6:00 she woke again for a few minutes and buried her head in the pillow for another two hours. The phone was ringing, its sound going straight to the brain, bringing her back to the world of the living. Sitting up in the bed, she saw the offending noisemaker on the floor, where it had fallen sometime during her nightly exercises. Crawling from the bed to pick it up, she saw the name Joe Allen printed across the silent screen, his smiling face indicating a message was waiting. 


     Maude sat on the floor trying to get her bearings, the urge to vomit strong as she crawled to the bathroom, still unable to stand. Finally getting herself together, she ran the shower for a few minutes on cool then climbed in after stripping off the clothing she had worn the day before. The effort took all the strength she had in reserve. Leaning against the wall, she held on to the hated showerhead, hoping her body weight would pull it down. The water was cold, sending pin prickles down her body. Shivers started down her back as the relentless showerhead pounded her with its spray. Finally, after turning the water off, Maude climbed out, her joints screaming from the night before. A hard-back kitchen chair had been her bed for almost eight hours, and she still felt every slat. 


     The mirror showed a bedraggled, red-eyed woman, with stringy wet hair, a droopy mouth, and bent back. She didn’t yet have it together. Finally the smell of old, burned coffee got to her brain, and she headed for the coffee pot, thinking the black stuff inside had boiled for three hours, staying hot. One of the benefits of habit was she had loaded the pot before going to work yesterday morning and set it to be ready at 6:00 a.m., the time her alarm went off in the mornings. Sitting on a chair in the bedroom, she slurped the strong, burned coffee, not caring about anything except feeling human again. 


     She picked up the phone again and called the Cop Shop. Joe was there and answered the phone.  


     “I’m sick,” she told him. “Be in to work within a half-hour. I’m okay, just feeling bad. A little more coffee and everything will be fine. How did you get to work?” 


     “Walked. The weather’s not bad. Muggy, but okay. You sure you’re okay?” He knew her too well. Maude Rogers didn’t voluntarily show up late for work. 


     “Yeah, Joe, quit worrying about me,” she said angrily. “I’m not doddering yet.” 


     Joe got quiet. His feelings were hurt, and she knew it. “Okay, Maude. See you soon,” he finally said before hanging up. 


     Hanging around the house a few more minutes, she tried to recall the night before. She remembered pouring the third drink, but nothing after that. The bathroom was heavily fumed with the smell of vomit and stale gin. Maude knew enough about alcohol poisoning to look in the toilet and see if there was blood across the rim. She breathed a long sigh that none was there.  


     “What have I done to myself?” The words sounded strange spoken aloud, as though they came from another mouth located somewhere to the left of her. She trembled, the near miss of overdosing-a frightening consequence of binge drinking-ramping her heartbeat. She called the Cop Shop again and asked to be transferred to Captain Patterson. Once he was on the line she told him she had a virus and was staying in for the day and could get some work done from her house. He grumped and told her to do that; the rest of them didn’t need her germs.  


     Lying about her health was a new symptom of how far she had fallen. The Traditions book lay where she had pitched it the night before. Groaning some with the pain in her body, Maude picked up the book and began reading. She was taken aback by the first sentence, the part that spoke of powerlessness over alcohol. Gritting her teeth from the simplicity of the statement and its summation of alcohol abuse, she had to admit it was the truth of her situation.  


     “I can’t live like this,” she said to the walls. “I need help.” The book became her reading material for the next two hours, and several things became clear to her. She couldn’t do it by herself. She had already proven that much. Moving slowly, Maude went about gathering the bottles of liquor together from the different parts of her house. When they were all standing in a row at the sink, she grimaced at the waste and began pouring their contents into the sink, one after the other. When they were all empty, there was no turning back. Her clear liquid escape had gone down the drain. 


     Two hours later, she was dressed and ready, her head aching and the burning in her belly starting again as it had the day before. A quick trip to the bathroom to wash her face seemed to help, and allowed her to drive from the house to the small church she had visited the day before. That time she sat in the circle and listened to the stories told by the people there. When it came around to her, all she could do was nod, and pass it on to the next person to talk. Maybe after a while she could do it, but not at that minute. 


     A smart-looking woman sitting left of her gave Maude a sympathetic look and came to her after the session was over. She introduced herself as Claire M. and said, “If you have a problem with drinking and want to stop for twenty-four hours, you can call me. I’m an alcoholic, but by the grace of God, I haven’t had a drink for two years.” 


     Maude stood quietly, watching as the woman turned to leave. Her tongue seemed to be stuck to the roof of her mouth. Finally, before Claire was out of hearing, Maude spoke up. 


     “Yes. Please, I need help. I…think maybe I’m an…alcoholic.” 


     Claire turned back and smiled at Maude. “That wasn’t too difficult, was it?”  


     At the end of their conversation, Maude left the church with a book of instructions on how not to drink, and a few pamphlets pointing her toward recovery. She also had Claire’s phone number and permission to call when the need got out of hand. Maude breathed a little easier, knowing there was someone she could call who wasn’t part of work. She knew that Bob Eberhart was due an apology for her attitude, and intended to tell him so when she saw him next. The people she had seen at the meeting were strangers, but in the back of her mind, she rationalized that someday, she would see someone she knew from the streets.  


     Maude went home and spent the rest of the day meditating, thinking about her life and how it was going to be without the ever-available half-pint of gin she kept next to the bed. Grateful she hadn’t died the night before, Maude did some praying in thankfulness. 


     The night was long and need-filled, but she didn’t give in, just read what they called the Big Book, and found the stories within them similar to her own. She called Claire once when it became more difficult and talked a little about her difficulty, but she made it. The next morning was like the other, so she called and talked to her captain and said the virus was still bad and another day ought to fix it. He grumbled, but agreed. The most difficult chore she had to do was to call Joe. She asked him if he had time for a cup of coffee after work; that she could pick him up if he needed a ride. He still had his feelings hurt and was a little cool to her. He said he was riding with one of the street patrol officers, who could drop him at the Donut Shop after work.  


     Pride was a strong part of being Maude Rogers. Humbling herself by admitting she was a drunk meant some of that pride had to go. She also knew she owed Joe an apology for snapping at him. Jeez, I guess I really screwed up this time, she thought. But she also needed to talk to Joe about the murder of Eve Devine and what Marge Campbell had seen. 


     During the second day she spent at home, Maude made more notes about the scene and was convinced that it was all set up, even down to the murder of Henry Fonda. They had to prove it, though, to put the facts together in a workable scenario. The need for a drink came often, and each time she fought it down and picked up the Big Book, reading more and more through its pages. With each reading, some peace would come to her in bits, not enough to kill the need, but enough to get through. She went to another meeting at the church and sat quietly again, listening to what others had to say. The only thing her sponsor mentioned was she should own her addiction. When it came time for her to speak, she introduced herself as Maude, an alcoholic, and passed to the next person. Claire sat across from her and smiled with encouragement. 


     That evening at five o’clock she went to the Donut Shop and sat down with the largest coffee they served. She laced it with sugar, for the sweet taste helped the craving. Looking up from stirring the cup, she saw Joe come in and motioned him back to the table. He took one look at her and his face dropped. She thought she must really look rough. 


     “I’m okay, Joe. Or at least, I’m going to be okay,” she said. “Get a cup and have a seat.” 


     He was back soon and sat down, holding the cup of coffee in front of him while munching a donut. She smiled, glad to see his appetite had survived. The story came out of her, all of it, from her mother’s death and a drink at night to ease the grief, all the way to the recent blackouts. It took a while to tell it all, but Joe listened quietly, sipping his coffee, not making any remarks.  


     “I’m a stubborn old woman and don’t like admitting I’m a drunk. But I owe you an explanation of what’s been going on the past few days. I’m sorry, Joe, for being a jerk. I hope you won’t hold it against me.” 


     Much to Joe’s credit, he didn’t try to pretend it was nothing. He listened to her and seemed to consider what she had said.  


     “Of course. You’re my partner, Maude, but you’re a friend too. I’m hurt you didn’t trust me with the truth, but I think I understand. The important thing is you’re going to be okay. I was afraid you were really sick, maybe dying from cancer. I’ve known a long time about the booze problem you have. I have some of it myself sometimes. If I can help, tell me how. Just don’t shut me out again. Okay?” 


     “Okay.” She sighed with relief. “Okay. Now we need to talk about work a little.” 


     “Sure, what did you find out?” 


     “The night we found Eve Devine on the tracks, someone saw a man run across the parking lot and get in a car parked alongside the tracks. He had a dog with him. The description of the man fits Buzzcut. The witness, a woman named Marge Campbell, said the man wasn’t trying to hide. She thinks he wanted to be seen.”  


     Joe sat quietly for a few minutes. “Do you think Dawson is really awake and scheming again?” 


     “I don’t know, but I’m going back out there tomorrow. I intend to see him for myself.” 


     “Don’t even consider going without me,” he said, and started on another donut. “I blame myself for not going with you before. We might have discovered the truth back then. By the way,” he said hesitantly, “Sheila wasn’t sincere. Her reason for wanting to meet me was to put restrictions on where I worked, get me to move to California, and make me believe we could become a happy couple again. Now, I expect she will take revenge by asking for more child support, since I don’t want her back.”  


     “Damn,” Maude said, breaking her no-cussing rule. The coffee cup was empty, but it was time for decaf. After making a trip to the counter, Maude turned to Joe and shook her head. “I’m sorry, partner. I was hoping she might have rethought her life some. She’s a foolish woman to let you go without making a few changes of her own.” 


     The coffee eased her headache, but she needed sleep more than anything. After making her excuses to Joe, she made her way home. In the car she recalled her confession, the memory sending a tinge of red climbing from neck to cheek. Thinking of the blackouts made her wonder what kind of ass she’d made of herself when the booze was doing her thinking. Imagining the worst, she spoke to herself. “You didn’t live this long by running away from your problems, Maude Rogers. Face it down and admit it. You’re a drunk. No pretty words necessary. Tonight is going to be bad. May have to give that girl Claire a call.” 


    

      


    


  




  

     Chapter 10 


     The worst came around midnight, with sweat that poured from a fever dream, wetting her hair and skin, leaving a driving need for a drink. Finally the morning slugged its way through the darkness, bringing a hope of more life to come. Rising from her wet pillow, Maude dragged her tired body to the bathroom, ran water through the hateful shower, and dunked faded curls into the pulsing water. Coffee’s rich smell wafted across the steam, adding courage to an almost defeated body. She was tired and felt beaten by the need for gin. A few tears of self-pity rolled down her cheeks, mixing with the streams of water as she continued to ready herself for the day to come. Afterward, when all was silent, a careful step onto the bathroom floor led to a fluffy towel, which cuddled her headache. She wrapped herself in its warmth and comfort as the fogged mirror waited to accuse her of many past sins. Wiping a corner of the glass, she gazed into red-rimmed blue eyes. The bright light from the fixture above seemed overly harsh and unflattering. Where did all the time go? When did I get so old and cantankerous? Her thoughts were self-flagellating. She was, after all and always, her worst critic. 


     A few hours later, sitting at the desk alongside Joe, looking over the reports from the day before, Maude read fingerprint identification taken from the countertop of the pawnshop where the suspected murderer Phillip Mason had leaned, the swirls and lines unique to him imprinted upon on the glass. They had him there, no longer his word against Avery’s. Also, a report told her the bullet that killed Henry Fonda was shot through the barrel of an M40A3, a precision-fire weapon used by military snipers. The mystery shooter was an excellent marksman, taking out the ticket master through traffic, trees, and structures between the rifle and the train station. Maude felt it in her gut, the slight rumble produced by the weird and the crazy, the insane killers who were more than good at their job, those practitioners who honed their craft until becoming perfect. She knew the feeling; she had felt it before.  


     Setting her personal misery aside, she grabbed another cup, added extra sugar to the blackness, and held it in shaking fingers. She frowned at the sweetness, but swallowed it down, enjoying the titillation of the need. Coffee would never replace gin, but for the moment, it was all she had. The Traditions book was in her pocket, a lifeline to others who might offer help. One more personal duty was required of her. She found him at the door of telecommunications. 


     “Eberhart, I owe you. Wouldn’t blame you for not caring. You went out of your way, but I was such a smartass I didn’t listen. I’m sorry.” 


     The detective took his time, reading through the report in his hand, ignoring her at first. Finally, he looked up and nodded. The depth of his expression told her what she needed to know—he had been there before. Leading stubborn horses to water and watching them drown—his sobriety dependent upon the sharing of information—anyone could be saved from the perils of drinking if they were sincere. 


     Maude could tell he was disgusted with her, but there was nothing to be gained from long-winded confessions. She moved back toward her desk, waiting for Joe to return from the captain’s office. Not a good day to see Patterson. She hoped it wouldn’t be necessary. She checked her holster, reassuring herself she was put together. Her eyes had lost some of the redness with the coffee, and somehow the clothing she chose for the day was paired as it should be. Black slacks with a crease sat just right over polished low-heel walking boots, and a blue knit pullover that matched her eyes covered a gold cross necklace. The small wedding ring that circled a finger on her right hand was a sharp reminder of the love she had lost in the war. Across the back of the ergonomic chair hung a black and white hound’s-tooth-print blazer, part of the uniform. Maude Rogers always looked sharp, even when she was on the way to see her archenemy. 


     Joe returned from the second floor where Captain Patterson was housed, their once-lieutenant now sitting with the big dogs. Both of the detectives, and some others who weren’t afraid of the truth, knew it was the work of Rogers and Allen that pushed their lieutenant toward promotion. He had been given the glory and took it. Patterson was a decent sort and handed out a few plums as he was able, not holding the wealth to himself. Maude’s car had been upgraded and a few other perks had come their way. She was okay with the trade-out. James Patterson had always tried to be fair, even when his old captain had pushed to get Maude to quit the force. As her lieutenant, Patterson had given her the freedom to do the job as she saw best. He had never regretted it. 


     This morning, when her nerves were on the thin side, it was best for Joe to do their talking and explain the day ahead. She was content to wait, knowing it was at least two hours before she could smoke the second cigarette of her morning. Sometimes life seemed a bitch. Addictions lay in the path, waiting to be picked up by the unwary. She had succumbed to smoking unfiltereds and drinking gin. Maude also had a passion for tacos and other spicy food. At least some things remained the same, she thought, hoping she and Joe could grab breakfast on the way to their first stop. A prayer for her stomach to settle was in order. Tacos wouldn’t be the best thing for a bad belly. 


     “So, let’s go,” Joe said.  He drank the rest of his coffee, quelling his own growling stomach. “Think we can get a bite on the way?” 


     “Yeah. Maybe a taco stand. Breakfast kind, with eggs and bacon,” Maude answered, glad they could be on their way. “You okay, you know, with your ex leaving?” 


     “Yeah. I’ll be all right. Thanks,” he said, looking off. 


     Maude was more than eager to get away from the station and Eberhart. He was a good man whose kind offer of help she had abused. She wondered when the mess that was her life would begin to make sense again. 


     “Think we ought to call the hospital and make an appointment?” Joe asked. “Maybe talk to that doctor. What’s his name?” 


     “Ian Hopkins. Neurosurgeon, psychiatrist, behaviorist,” she said, concentrating on the case, thinking of the doctor’s past protective attitude toward Robert Dawson. “We’ll be lucky to get through the mish-mash of stalls that man has prepared. He knows a great deal he isn’t telling.” 


     The ride to the Madison-MacArthur Hospital for the Criminally Insane took the better part of an hour, with stopping for tacos to go. A much more settled Maude Rogers arrived at their destination having filled her stomach with food. She parked the car and got out, fingering the Traditions book in her blazer pocket. Funny how it seemed to belong there—just in her reach. The printed words soothed her, easing the pain of alcohol deprivation. 


     Elevators in the expansive building were smooth and fast, taking them quickly to the twenty-second floor, the top-level housing of the hospital’s most dangerous criminals. There on that floor, where inmates were known by number and not by name, Robert Dawson, Number 73, was somewhat of a legend. He had tortured and killed several women, but had been convicted of the death of only one. Mary Ellen Sampson had been Maude’s renter and friend, a young college girl, targeted by the killer for the sole purpose of getting a reaction from Maude, his one-time nanny. Dawson had mutilated Mary Ellen’s face and mouth then stabbed her in the back, leaving her hanging on a cruel cross inside a deserted Texas cave. Maude and Joe, with the help of Deputy Ernest Garrison from Buena Vista, had found the girl. Later, the killer followed Maude to her house, where she eventually was responsible for his capture. 


     The past violence was on her mind when the elevator came to its stop, opening to the high-security floor. Several armed officers were positioned throughout the twenty-second floor, additions to the building soon after Dawson’s sentencing. One took the detectives weapons after a brief frisk. He apologized for the security procedures, aware that Maude had been the arresting officer when Dawson was captured. Maude nodded understanding as she set her eyes on the barred entrances near the housing area of the section. Dawson’s room had been located near the back of the floor on her last trip. Recently, 73 had been relocated toward the front, a concession made to his comatose condition. After all, where could he go in his unconscious state? Immediately, Maude had a big problem with the logic presented to them by the staff doctor who’d made that decision. She vowed to do whatever necessary to get the inmate moved further away from the elevator doors. 


     “I would like to see Doctor Hopkins, please,” she said, using her most persuasive voice. Showing her shield and picture to intake personnel was a necessary part of entry into the building. 


     “One moment,” a young staff member said, leaving them standing in the open area. He returned in a few seconds with a balding man wearing glasses on his nose. A nametag signified the man as Doctor Blaine Ponder, Psychiatrist.  


     “Detective Rogers,” Ponder said, “I am sorry to tell you that Doctor Ian Hopkins no longer works for the hospital. A terrible accident took him from us about three weeks ago.” 


     “What happened?” Maude asked, her internal radar sensitive to false words and coincidences. 


     “Doctor Hopkins was hit by a speeding car while crossing the street in front of this building. A hit and run. The authorities haven’t found the driver yet,” Ponder explained. “So terrible,” Ponder murmured. “Such a terrible loss. Ran over by one car, then another just behind—a very messy incident.” 


     “Who is 73’s doctor now?” Maude asked, her stomach aching from the knowledge that Dawson had manipulated events leading to Hopkins’ death. “It’s important that your patient be watched closely now. We believe he’s capable of his old behavior.” 


     “Nonsense,” Ponder said. “Number 73 is hardly more than a pampered vegetable. His family brings in the occasional item hoping to get a response from him, but nothing penetrates the layers of his psychosis.” 


     “I want a list of family members who visit him,” Maude said. “I want it today, right now.” She was furious with the stupidity of the doctor. “This man is dangerous, probably the most dangerous inmate you’ve ever encountered.” 


     Ponder stared hard at the two detectives, fastening his eyes on Joe, looking for reprieve from the woman who held him hostage with her words. When his stare produced no response, Ponder began blustering that Maude’s behavior was out of line. 


     “Maybe so, but you’ll give me the list of visitors, or you and I will soon be visiting your supervisor. Get it, Doctor Ponder, if you value your position here.” 


     Joe eyed the doctor and nodded. “I’d get it if I were you,” he said quietly. “You don’t want to rile this woman.” 


     Ponder turned and stormed toward a room at the end of the hallway. His shoulders were stiff, the set of them disapproving and defiant as his feet carried him away from the two detectives. 


     “Think he’ll do it?” Maude asked, her well of tolerance nearly empty. 


     “Maybe. I think you scared him pretty bad,” Joe said with a grin. 


     “Let’s hope. His life may depend upon it. Meanwhile, call around and find out what you can about Hopkins’ death. Someone must have seen something. Maybe the hospital cops have some information. It’s too convenient, this man dying. I think he knew too much and Dawson had him eliminated after using him for his purposes.” 


     “You convinced he’s awake?” 


     “Yes, I am. Before we see him, I want to talk to that nurse, Ellen Goodbody. She sounds like someone who might know what is really going on.” 


     “Good idea, Maude. Maybe one of the staff will cooperate.” 


     “Don’t bet on it,” she said, eyeing the frowning woman who operated the doors electronically. “We aren’t loved here.” 


     “Give me a minute. I’ll be right back,” Joe said, headed toward the frowning woman.  


     Maude watched from across the room, seeing the operator’s expression changing as her face pinked from something Joe said. “My, my, that man of mine, how he does shine,” Maude said, smiling to herself. In a short time, Joe returned, his green eyes twinkling.  


     “She’ll be here in about ten minutes,” he said. “Let’s hope the doc returns before then.” 


     “Joe, you’re wasting your talent. With your winning ways and handsome profile, the world is your oyster, just waiting for you to open it and find a pearl of great price.” 


     It was Detective Allen’s turn to blush, his head dropping just a bit as Maude teased him. She thought of Joe as both a partner and a friend, and he knew it, but sometimes she managed to get the best of him. Luckily for him, the tide both swelled and receded. His turn came around often enough to keep Maude on her toes. A good working relationship included fair play and a return of harmless barbs. 


     Beyond the curve of the mirrored tile floor, Doctor Ponder grudgingly made his way toward the two waiting detectives. Without acknowledgement of his right or wrong behavior, the doctor handed a printout to Maude, a list showing four visitors who had made their way to the twenty-second floor. One was Maude Rogers and a companion from the Madison Sheriff’s Department; an incomplete visit was noted in the small log. Another was a person named Mr. Smith, a visitor listed as a relative who had made multiple trips to see Robert Dawson, often staying the maximum time allowed. Smith was allowed in the inmate’s room along with the attending psychiatrist. The last was Laura Bell Stanton, listed as a family relative. Maude was surprised to see the children’s grandmother listed as a visitor. The revelation was intriguing, prompting a later investigation. 


     “Doctor Ponder, when did you first begin treating Robert Dawson?” 


     “I don’t have to tell you anything, detective,” he replied. “All you need to know is he is now my patient.” 


     “Are you aware this inmate is a criminal, having been sentenced by the court to serve his time under harsh supervision?” She eyed him unwaveringly, waiting for his response, hoping the shakes didn’t give her away. 


     “Doctor Hopkins called me in, asked me to assess the patient,” he said prissily. “I resent your implication that I did anything wrong.” 


     “I didn’t say you did something wrong, Doctor Ponder, I asked you if you realized the conditions of this man’s confinement. He is a murderer and a psychological maniac, a torturer of women, and totally unfit to live in society.” 


     The doctor drew himself up, bristling with dislike for Maude. She had hoped to see his true colors, and believed he was finally showing them. It was obvious that the man had been snookered by Dawson, or bought with his money. Either way, she knew he was not to be trusted for genuine information. She had a feeling Dawson had orchestrated the man’s responses, and was probably having a belly laugh over her troubles with the good doctor. 


     “There are certain disciplines you as a layman can’t possibly know,” Ponder said, his mouth pursed. “I would not expect you to understand the human psyche, nor do I feel the need to justify myself as a doctor or explain my patient’s condition. Number 73 is locked away from the world, both physically and psychologically. He is unaware that you hate him to such an extent.” 


     “Perhaps, Doctor Ponder,” Joe interrupted, “we will make that assessment ourselves shortly. We’re here to see your patient. Please make him ready.” 


     Ponder glared at his new opponent, then nodded, defeated for the moment. “As you wish,” he said. “Follow me.” 


     Maude glanced at Joe, shrugging, as if to say their bluff had been called. Ellen Goodbody would have to wait. Maybe a trip to her house at the end of her shift would be better. She might speak more freely then. 


     Number 73 was lying in his bed, a striped blue and white blanket tucked in beneath his feet. The previous months had not been kind to Dawson. Maude’s attention upon the killer was a palpable connection, forcing her to stare at the creature who had taken so many lives, forcing his victims and their families to suffer in retaliation for his own abused childhood. Dawson’s black hair was thin and lifeless, his forehead bereft of the widow’s peak that Maude remembered from his boyhood. She could almost see the small boy whose body needed comforting after the cruelty of his mother’s blows. A light growth of facial hair filled in the hollowness of his cheeks, with scars from the crash between bicycle and automobile visible above the growth. His body was covered, but Maude knew there must be a plethora of old marks from gouges made by the pavement that night. She felt no sympathy, only disgust with the criminal lying in the bed. It was her intent to make him betray himself. Believing that she could influence Dawson and make him react against his will, Maude stood stock still, wondering which button to push.  


     “Hello, Bobby,” she whispered. “How’s your tummy? Has your mommy punched you today? It’s Maude, your old nanny. I know you’re awake—remember, I can see into you. Have you made messy in your pants today?” 


     The stillness in the room seemed manufactured. Dawson was cuffed at the wrists and his feet chained to the end of the bed. His body appeared totally limp. For a moment Maude wondered if maybe she had been wrong; maybe she was hoping for the easy solve to her murder case. Then she saw it, the tiny tic above his right eyebrow. One of the several facial muscles above his eye had responded to her questions. Experience with interviews had taught her to watch closely for tics indicating a person’s anxiety. It was only a matter of time before he gave himself away. Joe stood quietly, ready to respond if necessary. Maude felt his protective presence, and was grateful to have him there. The man in the bed had embraced evil, and it radiated from him as he lay confined. She saw it again, the uncontrolled movement of his facial muscles.  


     “Doctor Ponder,” Maude said, “do you know who you have here? He’s a cowardly little boy hiding behind a sleep mask, pretending to be unaware of his surroundings, all the while messing his pants and crying for his mommy.” 


     The dark eyes opened quickly, staring into Maude’s soul. She felt the malice in them, confirming her suspicions. Dawson was alert, his mind working all the while, and she saw the hate behind the sleep mask. His eyes shut again, all sign of life gone from his expression. But it had been enough for her. She glanced at Joe and he nodded, having seen into the inmate’s eyes.  


     “That’s enough, detective,” Ponder said. “You have proven nothing with your attacks upon my patient.” 


     “Your patient is fully aware of his surroundings, doctor. You saw him look at me.” 


     “What I saw was a reflex action. Not at all uncommon in cases similar to Number 73. I must insist you leave now before you destroy all the work that we have done with this patient,” Ponder blustered. “I put in a call to the circuit court. You will be hearing from them with a cease and desist order. My patient may have been a criminal at one time, but now he is helpless and I must protect him.” 


     “How can you say it was reflex when he opened his eyes and stared at me?” she asked indignantly. “You saw him. He knew me.” 


     “I saw no such thing, detective. What I saw was the uncontrolled movement of facial and eye muscles. That means nothing. Now you must leave here or I shall be forced to have you removed by security.”   


     “Oh, I’ll leave. But I’m not through. You are a foolish man, Doctor Ponder. You have positioned yourself in the jaws of a hungry lion. You must listen to me.” Maude was trying to save the man, but then it occurred to her that maybe she was concerned for no reason. If Dawson was planning his own future, he had hired Ponder to take over after Doctor Hopkins. Ponder knew all there was to know about his patient’s condition. As far as she was concerned, he deserved whatever he got. Dawson used people then destroyed them. The doctor would receive no better treatment. His life was in a tenuous place. 


    

      


    


  




  

     Chapter 11 


     Leaving the hospital without arresting anyone for crimes committed was frustrating for the detectives, but a necessary move. The law was clear. Without evidence to take to a judge, Dawson’s ruse would continue. What they needed was a credible witness. Maybe the nurse Ellen Goodbody could tell them something. Joe had spoken to the sour-faced control-room operator again, and found out the nurse’s schedule. She would be off work at three that afternoon. Normally her schedule was at night, but for a few days she was filling in for someone on vacation. Maude remarked that a normal person would believe a nurse with that much seniority could have her pick of shifts, instead of being the one chosen for vacation relief. She felt an immediate sympathy for her. 


     Too early for lunch, the next best thing to do was visit the owner of Northside Pawn and see if they could get a few answers to questions concerning the murder. After fingerprints identified Phillip Mason as a visitor and possible suspect in the killing of Marlin Thompson, a warrant for Mason was issued, but he hadn’t been found. Maude could see a trip to Detroit in their immediate future, the home state and last known address of the suspect. Michigan officers had gone to the domicile, but found it unoccupied. Because the man wasn’t wanted in his own state, little time would be spent looking for him. The greater manpower of any police department was needed for solving crimes against local citizens. Maude sighed, knowing the truth of such reasoning. Their only hope was to get other information pointing them to the alleged killer’s location. She had no particular feeling about the state, but the trip loomed ahead as dreary and time-consuming when the man was finally found. With any luck, Mason was still in Texas. 


     Forty miles and a few speculations later, the two detectives arrived at Northside Pawn to find it back in business, with all signs of violence removed. Wallace Avery was expecting them, and offered coffee and sandwiches. Since lunchtime was near, they took the coffee, but forwent the sandwiches. Even though they were hungry, it didn’t look good when they accepted food or other gifts from someone under investigation. Avery wasn’t a suspect, but that could change on a dime. 


     “Mr. Avery,” Maude said, then took a second to sip some sweetened coffee, “we have prints identifying Phillip Mason. He had his hands on the counter near your manager. A large piece of the glass was found where he touched or leaned on it. How often is the glass wiped down? Do you have a cleaning person every night?” 


     “Marlin was a clean freak. He wiped every part of the furnishings several times daily. Couldn’t stand the thought of germs passed by people’s hands. A cleaning person comes in once weekly for the overall ,” Avery took a minute to look off, gathering his thoughts. “He was a good man and will be hard to replace. Right now I have my sister’s husband working, but I don’t trust him out of my sight. Sure, he has a license, still, I know him to be a sneak. Wish I didn’t have to use him, but I’m stuck until I hire someone else.” 


     “What time of day did you say Mason was here?” Maude asked, sorry to see the bottom of her cup as she spoke.  


     “Near closing time, 7:00, 7:30. I was on my way out of the building. Marlin mentioned he would be working late, so I locked my door and was about to tell him goodnight when Mason saw me. Guess I was shocked and showed it. As I told you, I spoke to him, but he didn’t say anything before leaving. Excuse me, detectives, but I need to look in on my brother-in-law.” 


     Joe smirked at Maude, his take on Avery’s worry over a potential thief a comical relief after the morning’s gloomy first visit. She nodded agreement, understanding the worry from the owner, yet seeing the family connection as a joke. Why was it always the brother-in-law? 


     When Avery returned, he filled them in on the relationship he’d had with Phillip Mason there at the last, when the business was sold. Evidently Mason had been left destitute, not being able to pay his mortgage. The wife had left him soon after. Maude could see how that would stir some ire in the suspect. 


     “Detectives, if there is nothing else, I need to get back to work. You understand. I hope you find Phillip soon. He was a good man when I knew him.” 


     The drive from the pawnshop to a favorite burger place took only five minutes. Maude’s stomach was still upset, and a screaming headache had set in. She thought maybe if she could eat something it would help. They had eaten a late breakfast, but her stomach hadn’t held much. Afterward, the headache was still there, and in addition, some heartburn had begun from the hot sauce on the fries. Joe had no trouble finishing her fries and his own. He’s always hungry, Maude thought. 


     They sat outside in the shade for a few minutes. Any rain that had been predicted for the area had passed them by. All that was left was hot and humid. August was not the best month for Texas weather. Maude shed her blazer while she smoked the second unfiltered of the day. She looked forward to the midday cigarette, even with the hollow feeling created by alcohol deprivation. 


     “Joe, if I develop diabetes and have to give up pecan pie, would you shoot me, please?” 


     “Sure.” He chuckled. “Be happy to oblige. A person can’t live without pecan pie anyway.” 


     “No worry. It’ll be cancer that gets me. Probably in my stomach because of the way I eat.” 


     “Maude, how you doing with the booze thing?” Joe asked quietly, not wanting to intrude, but concerned for her welfare. 


     “Give me a minute,” she said. “Okay. Now, wait another minute—that’s how I am with the need. Once in a while I get blessed with a five-minute interval. They tell me it gets better, but it will always be one day at a time in the end. I can live with that, I think. I hope I can. I know what was happening to me before was lots worse.” She fingered the book in her pocket, then pulled it out and opened it to a favorite passage. 


     Joe watched her for a minute, swearing to himself to cut back on his drinking before it became a problem like Maude’s. He knew the possibility was there. The stressful lives of cops made them vulnerable to the numbing effects of alcohol. For a minute Joe felt fear creep down his spine. He had a lot of years to go before reaching Maude’s age. Who could say what his tolerance would be by then. She seemed willing to talk as he drove, so Joe kept quiet and let her exorcise some ghosts. 


     “When I was a kid, my old man kept a bottle hidden behind his toolbox. He drank rotgut whisky, the kind his buddies made in their barns. Later he graduated to store-bought. I used to watch him when he went into the garage, because in the beginning I wanted to be wherever he was. The hidden bottle became an obsession with me. I wanted to know what was in it, how it tasted. One day I saw him go in, and I followed then tried to hide behind a low shelf. He saw me, called me over, and put the bottle to my lips. I took a big drink and felt like I was going to die. I must have been about five or six, can’t really remember. He told me I mustn’t say anything to Mom, that to tell her would cause both of us trouble, since I drank some of what was in the bottle. Being a kid, I was torn between loyalty to my mom and the fear of being found out. I kept quiet. That was the beginning of his hold over me. After that, he started coming in my room at night, just staring at me as I pretended to sleep. I could see him sitting on the bed, rustling his clothes, but I was too little to understand what he was doing. I never told my mom about the things he did over the years, but she knew without me saying. Maybe she was afraid of him, or maybe she was afraid of life without him, but she never called him on it. After I threatened to kill him when I was sixteen, he left the house, and never moved back in. I think maybe she finally realized he was a bum she didn’t need. 


     “The first taste of whiskey stayed with me for a long time. I could feel the burn in my mouth and my stomach. Never cared for the taste as an adult, probably because of the other memories it brought back. Gin was more to my liking, because it was clear and didn’t taste like the old man. My real drinking started when my mother developed cancer. Up until then, I took the occasional drink, but I preferred getting high after Paul, my husband, was killed in Viet Nam. When I took off for California a few years later, that’s what I wanted, to leave my troubles behind, and stay bombed so nothing hurt. Besides, the free love state didn’t require anything at all from me, but it offered everything except reality. 


     “When I rejoined the straight life, drinking became a way to end the day; a few gin and tonics made the violence of the streets easier to manage. Even later, it made my mother’s illness more bearable. I knew she was dying, and I didn’t want to feel the pain. Just never quit after she was gone, so here I am today, older and further along as a drunk, but not a darn bit wiser.”  


     The echo of her last words filled Joe’s head. He was afraid to say anything in response for fear it would be too much or too little. He glanced over at his partner, understanding her better. She stared straight ahead, the Traditions book in her hand, a thoughtful expression on her face. 


     “So, what do you think? This guy Mason do the murder?” Maude was finished talking about the past—it was time to get back to work, finding bad guys. 


     Her third night went the same way as the one before. She tossed and turned, trying to sleep without a sedative. A couple of ibuprofen helped with the aches and pains, but the animal that had taken up residence in the bed beside her demanded a reckoning. The need was strong, as strong as a wild creature in a net trap. It kicked out at odd times, twisting itself into positions designed to slam the solar plexus of its host, taking all breath away. A few times she thought she saw old faces floating across the darkness, some glaring and fierce in shades of outrageous colors. The bedroom light helped make sleep more accessible without the ghosts of her past taking form. 


     Weary and worn, she woke in the morning to the alarm, feeling as though she had not slept at all. But it was the fourth day, and that was saying something. Three full days without a drink and she was still alive. After coffee and a shower, Maude read for a while from the little book, finding comfort in the words. She made another pot of light coffee and drank most of it, the sugar infusion reviving her with its energy. Realizing the day was Saturday, she called Joe’s house and reminded him he was on call for the weekend. She told him her intention was to visit Ellen Goodbody on their mutual days off. Mostly, she needed to be away from the house and around other people. He seemed to understand her need to mix with others. 


     Apart from her earned income from the hospital each month, Ellen had very little savings or valuables. When her parents’ property was sold by the state, the money went to pay for lawyers and psychiatrists for the children’s welfare. After every dime was spent, the overzealous advocates deserted Ellen and Geraldeen, content to see the girls in the home of an elderly great uncle and aunt as caretakers and maids. Being a naturally guilt-ridden person since the murder of her younger brother, Ellen felt privileged to exchange a childhood of indenture for a home with her sister. Truth was it didn’t much matter where they lived if they were together. 


     The little house left after the uncle died was a three-room clapboard, where the girls grew from early childhood to young women, sleeping on pallets near an old wood heater. Their privacy was never a consideration. They didn’t even know the word, but often wondered why Uncle Rupert stared at them as they lay upon the quilts and blankets. Somehow it didn’t seem right—in fact, it was almost indecent the way he drooled at the sight of a bare leg. Their aunt was sickly and died when Ellen was fifteen; however, nothing much changed. The sisters had been taking care of the housework and the old lady since they had arrived at their new home.  


     Geraldeen figured she was made for better things than being a service maid, and had begun planning her future around that thought. Ellen, on the other hand, dreaded her older sister’s departure and was worried the old man would die, leaving no one to care for. She always believed her life was meant to provide comfort for others. 


     Going to see Daddy had always been a pleasant duty for Ellen. She would fluff his pillows and feed him breakfast and lunch, never getting upset, even when he accidentally popped her with his fist. She knew he never meant to hurt her; the reflexive movements of atrophying muscles sometimes made his arms flail. 


     At seventeen, she was employable and out of high school. That was one thing Uncle Rupert and Aunt Gertrude had insisted on: the girls must attend school. They hadn’t wanted uneducated beggars living in their house. 


     The office door was open when Ellen first decided to apply with the hospital by just stepping in and asking for work. The overpowering smell of pee and shit offended her desire for cleanliness as she walked down the hallway to the open door. There were many who lay in their own excrement for hours, unable to get about on their own. Ellen swore to the bald man in the office that she would change that part. She didn’t think herself too good to clean up a mess if it was her job. The man hired her on the spot, having advertised for cheap labor only a short time before. He knew there were few willing to do the work required for the money paid. A religious man might have seen Ellen as God-sent, for there was plenty of work to be done and few to do it. 


     After taking care of her daddy and many others just like him, Ellen had begun to detect an odor of vinegar mixed with sulfur when she was at work. At first, she thought it came from everybody and put it down to her nose giving her problems, but later, she realized just some of the air carried the smell. Curiosity got the best of her, and she started reading charts on the inmates where the air smelled bad. It wasn’t everybody like she had first thought, and it wasn’t her nose. Well, maybe it was her nose, because no one else picked up what she smelled, but mostly, it was them, those she began calling “the really bad ones,” the ones who had a burr under their saddle that made them kill and maim others. The ones who liked it. 


     These elements of her life were part of what Ellen related to the lady detective, Maude Rogers, who came to interview her about the Madison-MacArthur Hospital and its famous inmate, Number 73, Robert Dawson. 


     “You make good coffee, Ellen,” Maude said, enjoying her second cup. “Not everybody does.” 


     “Why thank you, detective. I do enjoy a cup myself, though I can’t abide weak brew or thin character in a person,” Ellen said, rocking in her chair, enjoying company for the first time in several days. The last person who’d sat on her small divan was the man who fixed the plumbing. She had offered him coffee and cookies and he seemed grateful. 


     “Ellen, what do you know of Robert Dawson, other than he’s on the twenty-second floor and comatose?” 


     The nurse looked sharply at Maude and frowned as though something rotten had crossed her sensitive olfactory nerve.  


     “He’s a bad one, is what I say. Maybe the worst I ever knew.” She stirred her coffee for a minute and rocked.  


     Maude could tell there was more to be heard if she kept quiet and let Ellen think. 


     “There are times make me wonder what he’s up to,” she said, finally. 


     “What do you mean, Ellen? Sounds as though you have reason to believe the man is conscious.” Maude was playing her hand close to the vest, not wanting to put words in Ellen’s mouth that weren’t there already. 


     “What I mean is, would you like some cake, detective? Just baked this morning.” 


     Ordinarily she would have refused the offer, but Maude believed Ellen was old school, and laid trust on the table along with the products of her work. What she had to say seemed so important she had to trust Maude before telling it. 


     “Probably shouldn’t, but why not? I love good homemade cake.” 


     The serving done, the cake was proven to be delicious, probably an old recipe Ellen had learned from her aunt. Maude detected a hint of lemon with lots of butter. She complimented the cook on her baking and proceeded to finish off the large piece, stilling the animal with an overload of sugar. 


     “You see, detective,” Ellen began, “I’ve seen them come and go, watched their faces as they tried to get to me, hoping to strangle the life from my body. Medicine holds them for a while, keeps them down and harmless. That fellow 73 is like that. His medicine keeps him down for a while, but not forever. Sometimes when I go by that room and the door is open outside the bars, I see him lying there and I know he’s pretending. When Doctor Hopkins was around, 73’s door was never open. I believe they were up to no good, and the doctor kept it all hush-hush so the patient wouldn’t be moved out of his comfortable room. As it is, he has a laptop in there, a television, and even a cell phone. Now why does an unconscious man need all that unless he’s pretending? Doctor Hopkins said it was for visitors to use, but I don’t believe a word of it. Anyway, they got me moved where I won’t come in contact with 73. Which is fine, but it makes me wonder why. Tell me it isn’t because I saw too much! And what happened to Doctor Hopkins? Detective, who gets run over and killed by a car in front of a hospital? Doesn’t that sound fishy to you?”   


     “You bring up some good points, Ellen. Protect yourself is my best advice,” Maude answered, her sympathy going out to the woman. “Thank you for speaking to me today. If you see anything suspicious you think I should know, here’s my card. Don’t wait to call. Your life may depend upon quick action.” 


     “I won’t, detective, I do protect myself. Learned a thing or two from my daddy. Even though he was a bad one, there was a time he loved me.” 


     Driving home was a short trip, but it seemed to take hours. Maude was tired from lack of sleep and didn’t hope for much better that night. She had a doctor but hated to show up in his office whining. Maybe Doctor Lindsey from the job might have some suggestions. She called her a few minutes later, surprised as always to get the busy woman on the phone. 


     “Doctor Lindsey, hello, this is Maude Rogers, detective from Homicide. Do you have a minute?” 


     “What is it, detective? Another shooting?”  


     “Uh no, doctor. I have a problem I thought you might help with. If you aren’t busy.” 


     “Don’t you have a doctor, detective? Someone whom you see regularly?” 


     “Well, no, I don’t, but even if I did, that’s not the kind of doctor I need. I’m sick but I’m not.” Jeez, she was sorry for the call, but it was too late to turn back. 


     “Speak up, detective. What do you need?” Jean Lindsey was as impatient as Maude remembered, with little time devoted to chitchat.  


     “I’m in your neighborhood. Can I come by for a minute? If you can’t see me, that’s okay, I’ll work it out myself.” Just drop it, doctor, she thought.  


     Never one to get the easy route, Maude heard Lindsey’s sudden interest. She insisted that Maude drive right to her office. Maybe she heard something in the detective’s voice, a note of helplessness or pain. 


     The smooth green walls hadn’t changed; neither had the calming effect of the soft pastels. When Maude entered the door, she immediately felt more relaxed. After a few minutes explaining to Lindsey about the alcohol and her body’s recent deprivation, the doctor stared through her, obviously considering whether to send her away or treat her condition. 


     “Detective, what you are doing, while admirable, is foolish and dangerous. You have made it through the worst time, but luck is what saved you from serious withdrawal symptoms. Bleeding, hallucinations, difficulty breathing; all those things and more were possible. I can help you, but I strongly suggest a trip to your regular doctor for follow-up.” 


     “Yes, doctor,” Maude said contritely. “Whatever you say.” 


     “I have some capsules for you, something to help you sleep. Also, help for the anxiety. Small doses, won’t interfere with the job,” Lindsey said, busy writing on her prescription pad. She passed them over to Maude, staring at her, a tiny smile in the corner of her mouth. “I wondered when you were going to address your addiction,” she said sympathetically. “You’re a strong woman, Maude Rogers. I hope you make it.” 


     Maude left the green walls, headed toward her own plain white ones. She stopped at the big-box grocer and filled the prescriptions. Afterward, the trip home seemed to take forever. She couldn’t wait to take one of the sleeping aids and hit the bed, hoping to get finally get some rest.  


       Her pillow was dry, with a new, clean cover on it, drawing her to the bed. The small white capsule was half the dosage, but her reluctance to swallow any drug held the line to one. In about twenty minutes, the bed came up to meet her, and Maude fell asleep, resting for the first time since her last drink. The anxiety over quitting her old friend Gilbey’s had added its part to the mix. Several hours later she awoke feeling better. Clearheaded, she searched the pantry for food and decided on a bowl of potato soup from a can, warmed but not hot. It filled her stomach and set aside hunger. The summer day was still full sun, lighting the backyard and the canopy of oaks that lined the property. A memory came hard then, of a similar day in August when Robert Dawson had violated her privacy and entered the backyard, intent upon showing his power. She shivered for a minute, remembering the bullet in her side.  


     “Best to shake that off; just a memory brought on by seeing that scum today. Think I’ll call my hero in Philly,” Maude said, to hear the sound of a voice. The only man besides Paul Rogers that she’d ever cared about was Bill Page, a homicide detective in Philadelphia. They had shared some good times over the past several months and hoped to share more when he moved to Texas. So far, his boss hadn’t found a replacement allowing Bill to retire. She knew it was a hard consideration to leave the work force, and gave him no difficulty over his decision. She did miss him, though. A telephone call later, Maude was less lonely. Bill had said he was retiring in the upcoming March, never mind whether the department was ready or not. He was leaving for Texas’s mild winters and Maude’s fiery temperament. She smiled at the thought of Bill showing up. 


     “Maybe I’ll get a dog, one not too old so he doesn’t die soon. A lovable pooch that doesn’t require much. Yeah, a dog, man’s best friend.” Her mind shifted to Wallace Avery and his friend from back when. What could produce murderous wrath in a law-abiding man? Maybe Phillip Mason wasn’t so clean, and for that matter, maybe Avery was hiding something. The shooting didn’t make sense. Why would a man come all the way from Detroit for revenge on an ex-partner, after a long cooling-off period? Maybe there was more to it than that. 


     She picked up the landline in her house and punched in the number for CID, hoping it was Alice’s turn to work Saturday. As luck would have it, she was at the cranky telex machine, receiving and sending fingerprint information. Maude was hopeful that soon Madison would come into the twenty-first century and replace all the old analog machines with digital. She had seen the results of their production in Philadelphia. 


     “What’cha need, Maude?” Alice was busy, but never too distracted to help her friend. 


     “Hey, Alice, glad I caught you. Could I get you to run a criminal history on Wallace Avery, around fifty years old? Previously lived in Michigan.” Maude tried to remember the man’s identifiers, but could only guess at his height and weight. “Hang on and I’ll get a sure thing on his DOB.” 


     Her small blue book was on the dresser. Leafing through the pages, she found Wallace Avery, DOB April 24, 1960. After repeating the numbers to Alice and disconnecting the phone, the restlessness started in with the kind of jumpiness a gin and tonic once cured, but that solution was no longer available. She remembered the five o’clock meeting at the church and went to her car before thinking any more dangerous thoughts. Later she was glad, for the people who spoke in the small circle addressed some of her issues. She had a cup of coffee and felt peace come over her as the speakers talked of turning things over to a higher power. Afterward, she left the meeting with new resolve and gratitude for sobriety. 


     Returning home, she found a message from Alice on the small fax machine near the landline. A few months earlier Maude had purchased the machine and had never been sorry. Email was nice, but having the copy come directly from her source gave credence to many types of evidentiary information. Using the parameters she had given Alice, a report came back that eight years prior, Wallace Ervine Avery had been arrested for felony theft, but later charges were dismissed. There was little to go on. Avery’s record was basically clear except for that. Maude took note of the arresting agency and decided to put in a call, hoping to find the officer who’d placed cuffs on the man. A further investigation of Phillip Mason’s past showed the same type of arrest and results. Charges against him were dismissed as well.  


     Coincidences always sparked a question, especially when two men were arrested for the same crime, yet neither was tried. Maude hoped the burg outside Detroit where the two men were arrested still kept records after eight years. The police report had originated in Woodsboro, a medium-sized town with a medium-sized population. Avery’s address at the time of his arrest had been 443 South Street, Woodsboro. That should make it easier to find the truth. A quick phone call to the Woodsboro Police gave her the names of two detectives, one a Jason Barton, who had been employed there for at least four years, and the other, Kyle Blanton, the older of the two and possibly the longest employed. They were both off on the weekend, but the dispatcher gave Maude numbers to voice mails. 


     “Hello, this is Maude Rogers, homicide detective from Madison, Texas.” She went on to give her cell phone and instructions and that she was looking into the history of an ex-resident of Woodsboro. “Appreciate a callback,” she finished. Knowing Monday would probably be the soonest she would hear back from the detective, she put it out of her mind and decided to sit out on the porch and smoke her third unfiltered of the day. The evening sun was in the low part of the sky, reddening the horizon across a few clouds, reminding her of the adage “red sky at night, sailor’s delight.” A Texas sunset is glorious, she thought. She remembered her mother, and how much time the older woman had utilized the wooden rocking chair during toward the end of her illness, staring across the stand of small oaks as she rocked quietly in her pain. Life is a helluva thing, Maude thought. I cling to mine just as most everyone does. Mama wanted to live on, but she didn’t get the chance once cancer came to stay. 


     Darkness came late as usual, the heat of the day finally dissipating somewhat, leaving a large white moon rising high in the sky. A few stars were barely visible, their pinpoints awed by the greater light. She sat and dozed for a while until mosquitoes became a nuisance, buzzing her naked arms and face. That time of the night was always lonely, flanked by old memories of family and friends gathered, playing forty-two with dominoes that clicked hard as trumps were played, of her brother Leonard’s young voice interrupting the older crowd with pleas for Grace’s attention, and their long-dead neighbors, the Williams, sitting across from one another at Grace’s wooden table. Her mother had loved entertaining, and did it often. Her sweet smile would register contentment when folks asked for seconds of pecan pie or apple cake. 


     Maude had never entertained her neighbors, and the few family members left seldom came to her home. She always put it down to her inadequacy in the chitchat department, but someone had suggested cops visit cops. After some reflections, the idea had taken root. It was true that her stories were not the kind that made for good conversation with people unaccustomed to violence. Still, the loneliness visited sometimes. Maybe that was one more trigger for drinking, she finished thinking. Another reason to go to meetings. 


     Early to bed after watching the news on television sent her into a pill-induced sleep where little permeated her consciousness. She woke once during the night but fell back into dream-filled sleep after a trip to the bathroom. Sometime around four in the morning she awoke, wide-eyed from being startled by a sound outside her bedroom window, her heart pounding from the effect of waking. The Glock she carried during the day was close by, a small reach away from her pillow. She quietly wrapped her fingers around its reassuring breadth. Maude slithered off the bed onto the floor, crawled to the window, and stared through the lowest wooden slat against the glass. The blinds were the darkening kind, shutting out light for day sleepers and those sensitive to light. She had installed them during a week of night shift years earlier. 


     The noise outside was steady, a pounding effect resembling a jackhammer against rock. Nothing was visible through the window except her open backyard and the garden shed beyond. Being a target had never appealed to Maude Rogers, and she wasn’t about to start being one in her dotage. If that meant crawling to keep from being seen by an intruder, then crawl she would. The second bedroom served as an office and was several feet down the hall, across from the spare bathroom. Ignoring the aches in her knees, she made her way into the dark room, searching for a different view than that from her own larger bedroom. The noise outside continued, its rhythmical drone a hateful presence in the normal still night. She pulled the edge of the blind up and waited for the moonlight to show her the backside of the tool shed. The large peach tree bordering her rent house next door shone with August ripening peaches, shadowy blobs in the pale light.  


     Maude’s pajamas were thin but she was sweating from the heat, a rage against the violation of her privacy beginning low in her gut. She moved toward the closet where her shoes were stored and found a pair of water shoes in the darkness. After slipping them on, she arose from the floor and stood, easing the muscle cramps in her upper thighs, gaining strength from standing. The small emergency flashlight from the closet shelf went into her pocket for later. 


     Shadows covered the front door of her house, for the light from the moon shone upon the backside of the property, leaving the rest to darkness. Knowing the lay of the land intimately, she began to move silently under the eave, headed toward the gable end of the house. The sound of hammering, louder with each step she took, made Maude wonder if her renter was disturbed by the noise. The driveway in front of the house was empty. She had parked the city car in the garage and locked the door, not against paranoia, but against the reality that burglaries happen, for life had taught her harsh lessons. After her niece Lilly Ann was kidnapped from home, Maude had decided to protect herself against criminal intentions. 


     The peach tree in sight, she continued toward the tool shed and the land beyond, nearer the sound of iron pounding rock. Lights were on across the southern fence line, a curious neighbor whose sleep had been disturbed, or an early riser brewing his first cup of the day. The sight of lights confused her concentration; whatever was happening behind her shed might threaten others besides herself. Keeping in the shadows, Maude made her way, her weapon in hand. The early morning dew on the grass had wet the cloth part of her shoes, allowing dampness against her toes. Thankfully the temperature was still in the early eighties, another hot Texas morning. Directly behind the shed Maude saw movement, and a high shadow against the light.  


     “Stop right there,” she said, pointing the Glock toward the shadow. The movement continued, as did the sound. A hollow ringing began, the tones higher than before. She walked toward it, determined to find the source, whatever the cost. Suddenly her foot slipped and she fell, body sliding downward into a depression, stopping at waist deep when the ground met her water shoes. 


     “What the heck is this?” Maude yelled. The pain in her knees was monumental. Not caring who heard, she yelled again, turning in a circle, using the flashlight to highlight the rocky ground inside a large rectangular hole. At the opposite end of the hole, a jackhammer stood tall, wrapped tight against a metal stake with a cotton rope, the power switch depressed by duct tape. Beneath the hammer, a Texas-sized rock buried in the soil was thrumming with each beat of the metal tip.  


     “Of the ridiculous stunts I’ve ever been part of, this beats all,” she said, climbing out of the hole. Through it all, she hadn’t lost her weapon, and now held it firmly as she reached the surface. Her cell phone was back at the house where she left it, a mistake she didn’t usually make, but there was no one around the big hole in the ground except her. Using the flashlight, she walked around the four sides, no longer noticing the noise from the hammer. From the house, she called the local police, and asked for an officer and a technician to print the hammer, even though the chance of finding prints was slim. Before long, a county car arrived, as well as a van from the county crime lab. Maude had already cut the tape on the jackhammer to shut down the noise, but her ears kept ringing for several hours afterward.  


     Bright lights, uniformed officers, and civilian staff were on hands and knees, searching for footprints or small pieces of evidence for identifying the culprits who’d set up the hammer after digging a grave in Maude’s yard. She stood along the side, watching, knowing there were no clues. As to the culprit, she knew who had controlled the jackhammer from a distance. Seeing the monster in his lair that day had upset his self-control. The raw, crude threat was overstated. She knew he wanted her dead, but he’d had chances before, unless the injury to his brain could have made him even more murderous. 


     She was almost cheerful, realizing that her contact with Dawson had provoked the incident in her yard. He had risen to the bait. However long it took for the killer to show himself fully, Maude was determined his days of violating women were coming to an end. A flick of fear touched her for a moment. She knew the terrible things the man had done, and would do over and over again, given the slightest edge. 


     After crime scene techs and county deputies had moved on, Maude looked at the empty grave in the early morning light, wondering why anyone would go to such extremes. More would come; the now silent hole in the rocky ground was not the end to the man’s madness, and she wondered what was next. Meanwhile, the crew had been called from a local grounds service to refill the hole and plant grass over it. CID took the jackhammer in for evidence after Maude wrote down the model and serial number. She had little hope of tracing it back to anyone. In her mind, young Buzzcut had set up the digging, paying the way with Dawson’s enormous fortune. Money seemed to buy as much loyalty as fear, with even greater rewards. For the present time, she had more important concerns than Robert Dawson, maniac. 


     Sunday was a day for worship at the small Baptist church five miles from her home. The preacher was an enthusiastic man who believed what he taught. She was pleased to be in the hard seat, listening to a message about peace and goodwill on Earth. Leaving the church, she drove over to her friend Alice’s house for breakfast. The three of them, Maude, Alice, and her husband Sydney, often shared brunch and a few hands of cards together. It was called mild recreation. During a recess from the game, Maude talked to Alice about the incident at her house, and the drinking issue she had been living with lately. Sydney was a good friend but sensed Maude would find it easier to talk to Alice alone. He left the room to make more coffee while the women talked. 


     Going back to the house was difficult, not because of fear, but because of her anger. Each time the sight of the newly turned soil near the fence line came into view, she began to get a little angrier at the perpetrator, vowing to turn the tables on those who had trespassed into her private life. If Robert Dawson hoped to scare her away, he was dead wrong. She was pissed off and getting madder by the minute. Seeing the closed grave and the new squares of sod planted across it caused Maude to feel violated. The only person she knew who might understand was Lilly Ann. Her life had been turned upside down for several hours when she was forcibly taken from her home. Resisting temptation to call her niece and rant, Maude sat down at her table with a cup of herb tea and began making further notes on the murder at the pawnshop. 


     Wallace Avery’s phone listing was not published, but she had the number in her book.  


     “Mr. Avery, this is Detective Rogers. I hope I’m not disturbing anything important,” she said when Avery answered. “I wonder if you might have a few minutes. I can drive over there within the half-hour.” 


     “What do you want, detective? I thought I had answered all your questions?” Avery seemed upset she had called. She hoped he wasn’t in the middle of some “afternoon delight.” 


     “Well, you did, sir, but I have just a couple of things bothering me and thought you might help. I know today is Sunday, but it won’t take long.” 


     Avery sighed. “All right, detective, I’ll be here. You have my address.” 


     “Yes, sir, I do, 325 Beecham, over in Esplanade Hills. That is correct, isn’t it?” 


     “That’s right, ma’am.” 


     Maude grimaced at the ma’am, but let it go. “See you in a half-hour, Mr. Avery.” 


    

      


    


  




  

     Chapter 12 


     Sunday driving was pleasurable, even though she’d already been out once in the minimal traffic of the religious day. Drivers seemed to be calmer, making efforts to obey traffic laws after church. Maude thought it was people’s ways of obeying religious precepts by being more courteous to their fellow man. Just a thought, but it fit. The road to the pawnshop owner’s house was newly paved, a tribute to the owners of the expensive homes on the west side of Madison. Beecham was a short street that had no outlet, and Avery’s house sat smack in the middle at the end of the cul-de-sac. Tall palms and tropical plants outlined the yard, defining it as expensive square footage in the real estate world. The house looked to be quite large inside. Wallace Avery was obviously doing well. When it wasn’t getting robbed, Northside Pawn must be very profitable, Maude thought, as she pulled into the drive of number 325.  


     A four-car garage was set off from the house by a breezeway, old-fashioned architecture brought forward into current house design. The effect was to provide a place between the garage and house where lawn furniture sat in filtered light through slatted blinds. Large screened-in windows were open, allowing light and a breeze through their thin protection from the outside. French doors along the side entry allowed entrance into the main house, while the massive wooden front doors rose into an expensive brass and glass transom. The overall look was both expansive and impressive. 


     Maude was invited into the house through the front door then ushered by Wallace Avery’s wife, Anna, onto the breezeway, where the pawnbroker was seated with a cup of what appeared to be tea in front of him. Maude’s sensitive nose detected brandy mixed with Earl Grey. For a minute, the smell threw her back to another time.  


     Anna Avery was youngish, much more so than her husband. She still had the smooth skin of a woman just south of thirty. Golden streaks were cleverly woven into dark hair that lay straight and shining upon her graceful shoulders, and she wore designer clothing with the aplomb of one born to money. Her smile, like her hair, shone in the morning light with only a hint of spuriousness. She motioned to a chair as Maude stood above her hosts. 


     “Tea, detective?”  


     “I’d be obliged, but nothing in it,” she said, hoping they understood her meaning. 


     Anna smiled again and poured tea into a porcelain cup. “Nothing in it except Earl Grey,” she said enigmatically. “Should you change your mind, we have sugar and milk.” 


     “No, this is fine. Thank you,” Maude replied, and sipped the strong brew. “I’ve learned to like sugar in coffee, but not in tea.” 


     Wallace Avery leaned back in his chair, allowing the sunlight to pass over Maude’s face. His movements were precise, a way to better assess the woman who sat in the chair across from him. What he saw was a face with a few lines around still-full lips, intelligent blue eyes, and a no-nonsense expression. Avery figured the detective must be near his own fifty years. They’d both been around a while. He hoped for some consideration of his place in society.  


     “Detective Rogers, what more can I help you with?” 


     Maude sipped her tea, aware that Avery had been taking her measure. She wondered why, unless he had something to hide and hoped she would overlook it. 


     “Mr. Avery, that night of the break-in and murder, where were you?” 


     “I was home, with my wife and a few friends. Why? Am I now a suspect in the murder?” Avery seemed confused. 


     “Just routine questions, Mr. Avery. I’m trying to tie up some loose ends. Can anyone vouch for your presence?” 


     Anna answered from across the table. “He was here with me and the Whitehalls from next door, as well as the Howards, across the street. We were hosting a dinner party. I’m sure they would remember it.”  


     Maude wrote the information in her small notebook after asking for phone numbers of the neighbors. She thanked them for the tea and began to say her goodbyes. At the last minute, she turned toward Wallace Avery. “What was your relationship with Marlin Thompson?” She had caught him by surprise, as his expression showed. 


     “Marlin was an employee, nothing more. He had worked for me about six months. An older college student, trying to earn money to finish his degree, he needed work that paid well yet didn’t require him to give up his classes during the mornings. He was working toward a career in health. Maybe a doctor, I don’t know.” 


     “Did you know him, Mrs. Avery?” Maude asked, staring into the woman’s eyes. 


     “Not really,” Anna said. “I saw him, of course, each time I went to the store, but we didn’t speak socially. Just minor pleasantries when I went to see Wallace.” 


     “Thank you, Mr. and Mrs. Avery, I may have more questions for you later.”  


     Walking to her police car, Maude couldn’t help but notice the gardeners working on the grounds. She thought again that the pawnshop business must be a lucrative operation. The door to the car opened easily, and once again she was grateful for the new car with all its conveniences. The in-car computer access to files saved hours of driving time, presenting information on the fly. Like then, when the name Anna Avery was presented to the state and local agencies, the report came back that the young woman had once been arrested for a minor possession charge as well as being a pedestrian in the roadway. To police agencies, that description was usually equated to men or women who sold themselves for money. That put a whole new bearing on Anna Avery, wife to the pawnbroker. It made Maude want to look further into the woman’s past. 


     Driving home, she came close to the church where her meetings were held. Even though it wasn’t quite time for it to start, Maude parked the car out of sight, locked it, and went inside, hoping to find someone there. Her badge went in her pocket, and the holster with her gun was tucked out of sight. Off duty, she was still a cop. The few people drinking coffee were talking, and made room for her around a table. One of them, an older man, older than Maude, said his name was Mo and he was carrying a chip for not drinking for thirty years. She nodded and thought about that, wondering if she was going to make thirty days. Mo must have sensed her doubt. He lifted his cup and looked into her eyes.  


     “It works. Just keep coming back.” 


     She nodded again and finished her coffee. The meeting started and she left quickly after it was over, avoiding questions from people about her life. Back home and still restless, she sat at the table after a quick dinner, and pulled the small notebook from her pocket, looking over the lines she had written. The pawnshop case puzzled her; there was something about it that didn’t ring true. Hopefully, when they located Phillip Mason, the truth would come out. Meanwhile, until he was found, there was little to be done. No other prints were found on the glass or cash register except for Mason’s. A little too convenient, maybe, but the truth was sometimes just that easy to understand. Anna Avery was a puzzle. How did a young woman with her kind of breeding end up with a fifty-something man? She obviously had her share of past mistakes, but what could have pushed her into a relationship with a guy twenty years or so older?  


     The phone rang and Maude answered it, wondering who would be calling. She hoped it was one of the Woodsboro detectives. Rightly enough, the voice on the other end identified himself as Detective Blanton from Woodsboro Police Department. Once the introductions were made, Detective Blanton asked what Madison, Texas needed to know from the best state in the union. Maude laughed a little.  


     “Detective Blanton, as I said on the phone, I’m curious about a former resident of your city. Actually, two of them: Phillip Mason and Wallace Avery. About ten years ago, those two were partners. Later they busted up. In the meantime, they get arrested for felony theft by your department, but the charges are dropped. I have a murder to solve that concerns both of them. Wonder if you can tell me what happened back in Woodsboro?” 


     “Damndest thing,” Blanton said, “a fellow here called us out, said someone had taken an item from his safe. A very clear diamond, several carats, worth maybe half a million. Famous stone, lot of people knew about it. He had it insured, of course, but he said it wasn’t just the money. The stone was important to him. Those two yahoos you named were in the jewelry business, and Johnson, the diamond owner, said he believed they stole it from him after finding the combination to his safe. Didn’t make sense to me why such an expensive rock would be kept in the man’s house, but people do those sorts of things. Anyway, after investigating a while, we found prints and evidence connecting Avery and Mason to the crime. Arrested both of them, but they never went to jail. Johnson called back and said there had been a mistake, he remembered someone else had been trying to buy the stone, and he, Johnson, had asked the two jewelry store men to assess the diamond’s value for insurance adjustments.” 


     “Which was how their prints got on the safe,” Maude said, following along. 


     “Right. We had to let them go, since there was nothing more to hold ’em. Never found who took the stone, but Johnson shut up. Quit calling the station, acted like he didn’t care much after that. Never made sense to us.” 


     “What about the fellow wanting to buy the diamond? He check out okay?”  


     “Never found him,” Blanton said. “If he was real, he disappeared into the smog.” 


     “So the diamond, did it get written off by the insurance? Did they pay?” she asked, interested in the story. 


     “They paid. Four hundred, eighty-nine thousand; a nice chunk of change was picked up by Johnson. Insurance investigators still around, trying to smell out the thieves, recover their property or prove fraud.” Blanton sounded as though he was chewing between sentences. Maude thanked him for the information and asked for a copy of the police report. He agreed to send it on, and added that he never believed the story. He said he sure hoped she might find out something that would be useful to Woodsboro Police Department, help them close the case. 


     Lying in bed that night, Maude thought over the events of the day: the open grave that had been dug in her backyard, the interview with the Avery couple, and now, the info from Detective Blanton from Woodsboro. She also noted the animal wasn’t bothering her as much anymore, but habit was strong. Ending her day with cold gin had been a nighttime ritual. Now there was nothing, except the Big Book or the book of Traditions to fall back on. She read a few passages and thought about them, applying the words to her life, wondering if the pages tasted like Gilbey’s. 


     The next morning was the beginning of the workweek, but it was also her seventh day sober. Wondering if she could make it through, Maude began her day with a chapter from the Big Book along with her first and second cup of sweetened coffee. She put a few peppermints in her pocket and left the house. Picking up Joe from the apartment was a habit by now, and she drove there without thinking, just honked and waited for him to come to the door. Only a minute passed and there he was, opening the car door, scooting into his seat. 


     “Your youth brings back memories,” Maude said, taking her foot off the brake. 


     “You mean my good looks and one-color hair?” he asked, speaking over his coffee. 


     “No, they have bottles and boxes to take care of that color. Just because I don’t use them right doesn’t mean they don’t work. What I meant was the way you jump in the car, feet first, not thinking about your joints hurting. I do recall those days.” 


     Joe glanced out of the corner of his eye toward her. “How you doing”?  


     “Sober,” she said. “A pure lunatic, but sober. Someone dug my grave this weekend.” 


     “What do you mean?” Joe was smiling, expecting a lesson with a moral. 


     “No, serious, a six-by-three hole in the backyard.” She went on to explain the horrible sound of the jackhammer and how it was set up for maximum effect. 


     “That SOB. We shook him up. He’s trying to scare you off. He must have forgotten the demented woman on the bicycle,” he said, recalling the way Maude caught Dawson by chasing him on a bicycle in the darkness. 


     Maude glanced at her partner, a grin on her face. “Yeah, that’s what I thought. Wonder what will be his next act?” 


     “Watch yourself, Maude. That’s one hyper-insane creep. No telling what he’ll have his demon buddies do.” 


     “Hell’s bells, bring it on is what I say. Dawson is a killer, and I believe he had all to do with this murder on the train. Just haven’t found the tie between him, and the person who did the killing. Brutal people, no doubt.” 


     “We’ll get them, Maude. With your determination, and my charm, we can’t lose.” 


     She laughed, glad to be on solid ground with Joe. “That charm in the mood for tacos or burritos for breakfast?”  


     Later, as they sat across from one another in the Homicide section, Maude passed over the information she had received from Detective Blanton in Woodsboro. Joe read it quickly and looked her way. “What do you think?   


     “Well, Joe, I think you and that marvelous charm should take a trip to see Mrs. Anna Avery for a few questions of your own. Find out what you can about the diamond theft. Maybe she’ll tell more than she means to. You know what to ask,” she said, ignoring his quiet laughter. “That girl has no business with Avery, unless it’s monkey business.” 


     “Yes, ma’am, I’ll do what I can,” he said, a sudden frown passing over his face. “What about this guy, Johnson? Any intel on him?” 


     “Not yet. As far as I can tell, he didn’t know the other two, except for business. There may be something connecting them.” 


     “What about the war? Weren’t Avery and Mason in the Army together? What if Johnson was there, also? Maybe there’s a connection.”  


     “Good thinking, partner,” Maude said. “Darned good. Find out what you can. Meanwhile, I want to do some more searching at the train station. Maybe talk to Samuel Blevins. I think he’s off on Mondays.”  


     “Sounds like a plan. I’ll get a car from the shop. Meet you back here for lunch. How’s that. You make more money than me, so you can buy.” 


     “Deal. My choice where,” she said, headed to Captain Patterson’s office. “Gotta see the boss. May have to take a trip.”  


     “Okay,” Joe said loudly, “don’t get him riled this early.” 


     James Patterson’s office as captain was much bigger than the one he had used as lieutenant in the Homicide section. A window overlooking City Park was just behind the desk, and the first view to greet visitors who entered the captain’s door. The wide chair was made for a bigger man, but Patterson had kept it to remind him of how you can get too big for your britches as well as your chair. He figured if the chair ever fit him as it did the last captain, he’d gone too far. Most of the cops liked him, but a wrong move would stir up dislike, a thing that could hurt. He was careful to speak to all the officers, no matter their rank. That kept him in good with most. 


     Maude sauntered into the office and received a grunt from her captain. He didn’t put on any show for her, for she knew him too well. Almost as much as his wife did. Maybe in a different way, but still, she had his number.  


     “Good morning, Detective Rogers. How are we doing on the train murder? Any resolution yet?” 


     “No, sir,” she said with a shrug. “Takes time, you know.” 


     “Don’t take too long,” he said. “I don’t want to answer questions the press asks about why we can’t find the killer.”  


     “No, sir,” she repeated. “We’ll get a break soon. I know it.” Mentioning Robert Dawson was off the table. Nothing would be said about him until there was evidence to back up her statements. “Something happened at my house over the weekend. County came out, but word will spread. Someone dug a grave in my backyard and left a jackhammer running in the hole. Danged strange, but seems to be a harmless prank. Expensive, though. I intend to run it down, find out who rented the equipment. Got to be someone having a little fun at my expense.” 


     “Crazy. Make sure you give the sheriff a heads-up when you find something.” 


     “Will do,” she agreed, because her house was located out of the city, in county jurisdiction. “Say, boss, I may have to take a trip out to a place called Woodsboro, Michigan. Fellow there is part of an investigation in the Northside Pawnshop murder. Also, one of the suspects hasn’t been located, and he lives there. Thought I might go for a quick trip and find out what I can. Maybe wrap up this case. May not be necessary, just heads-up if it gets that way.” 


     Patterson looked at her for a minute then nodded. “Make it short if you go.” 


     “No problem, captain. I’ll do it. We’ll see what turns up.” She was already mentally figuring how far Woodsboro was from Philadelphia. No sense looking a gift horse in the mouth. It might be too far to drive, but maybe not. She hadn’t seen Bill Page for several months. Still, there was always the chance that Joe might turn up enough information to point them in another direction. 


     Taking a roundabout trip back to the office, Maude stepped in to thank Alice for breakfast on Sunday and for listening. Their friendship was important to both of them. Leaving the telecommunications office behind, she turned left in the hallway and ran into Eberhart. She smiled at him and said hello. He looked at her face and nodded with a slight smile.  


     “Good to see you, Maude. Are you well?” he asked. 


     “Getting that way,” she responded. “Going to take a while. Thanks again for your advice.” 


     “No problem,” he said. “Glad you’re better.” 


     If she could whistle, she would have, but lacking that, Maude hummed a little on the way to the office. There she picked up her blazer and the printouts she needed then headed toward the city car. The garage was dark at that time of day, but she could see the vehicle plainly. A shiver ran across her back at the thought of someone stalking her in the darkness, but that’s all it was, a thought. She hoped Dawson would leave things alone for a while, at least until there was more evidence against him. Meanwhile, she had a job to do and had better get started. With two murder cases to work, there was little time to worry about someone already behind bars. 


     Samuel Blevins lived in what the city fathers referred to as the culturally and historically gentrified portion of Madison. In other words, some old pier and beam houses had been made to look newer with plastic fences and bright trim. Amidst those, a few new concrete slabs had been poured onto small lots, and houses built to three levels, reaching for the sky. Samuel lived in one of the older homes still in its original package. When Maude had called, asking for a short visit, Samuel was more than eager to oblige. She felt sympathy for the man whose safety record had been blown to bits, and yet who had killed no one. The truth hadn’t been published while waiting for the ME to determine cause of death.  


     She knocked and waited a minute for it to be answered. The tall engineer opened the door and stood there, somewhat stooped as he invited her into his home, motioning toward a small living area with a love seat and two recliners. She chose the love seat and made herself comfortable. The large recliner groaned as Samuel sat down and extended his feet. 


     “Mr. Blevins, I met you the day of the incident, if you recall,” she said. 


     “Yes, ma’am, I recall real well. What a terrible day that was.” He seemed distracted as he talked, staring toward the front door and its adjacent windows. “I mean, it wasn’t as if I had never seen an accident on the rails. Too many of them have come my way, or close to it. It was seeing her lying there, and not being able to stop the train in time took me by such surprise. I’ve had a hard time sleeping since then.” 


     “I suspect you might,” she said. “I’m sorry to make you relive it, but I have a couple questions about the victim. Do you recall her from that morning, early?  


     “No, ma’am. First I saw her was after we were on the way. Made a couple of stops then went for coffee on a fifteen-minute layover in Burton. She was pretty, ma’am, and I couldn’t help but notice her,” he said, embarrassed, as though he had committed an offense. “She was sitting in the observation car, just staring off through the glass, like she was studying strong about something. You know, my people are great watchers, they can stare a hawk right out of the sky with no trouble at all. That woman seemed to be carrying a weight on her mind, kept her eyes on the glass, like she wished she could jump through it. I went on down to the food car and grabbed myself a little snack then hurried back. Don’t like to leave the works with my assistant for too long. She wasn’t in the car when I went back. Don’t know where she went. The next time I saw her was on the side of the tracks.” 


     Maude was contemplating someone bringing a hawk down with a stare and almost missed the last part of Samuel’s conversation. She took her mind from the soaring bird back to the train tracks and nodded for a minute.  


     “Did you notice anything out of place with the woman?” 


     “Well, ma’am, I didn’t spend but a little time, for as you know, an engineer’s job is to get the passengers safely to their destination. That woman wasn’t looking for friends; she didn’t look at all. From what I saw, she was busy with her own thoughts. It’s just a shame she had to die. Thing I can’t figure is how did she do that?” 


     “What’s that, Mr. Blevins?” 


     “How did she manage to be on my train, and die under the wheels at the same time.” 


     “It wasn’t the same woman, Mr. Blevins. Eve Devine died before she was put on the tracks, but the woman you saw wasn’t Eve Devine. She was an imposter.” 


     “Oh my,” Samuel said. “I’m awfully confused. Why would someone pretend to be a dead woman?” 


     “That’s what I have to find out, Mr. Blevins. It’s a conundrum, nowadays, trying to figure out which people are the bad ones, and which ones are the good ones. Sometimes they all look the same and you can take your pick. In this case, Eve Devine was a good one, and someone murdered her then set up a situation with a decoy so we would think it was the dead woman.” 


     “Who would do such a thing? What kind of psycho would mess with my train?” Samuel was angry now; the shame of killing the woman gone, he was seeking retribution. “Whatever I can do to help, detective, I’m ready.” 


     “Remember all you can about the woman you saw. We need to find her. She isn’t safe, wherever she is. The person who set all this in action won’t keep her around long once she isn’t any use to him.” 


     “I know she had red hair, longish, and seemed to be put together real well, seemed to be about thirty, thirty-five. Wait, I remember now, she had on that green blouse with short sleeves. I saw a tattoo on her arm. Seems I remember it being one of them Peter Pan kind of tattoos.” 


     “You mean a fairy, with wings?” Maude asked. “Remember colors, or was it black ink?” 


     “Colors, it was real pretty, kind of like a hummingbird and Peter Pan at the same time.” 


     Maude considered the information and wondered how it would play out once they found the woman. A badly done fairy tattoo maybe, or an even worse hummingbird, but at least it was something. 


     “That’s good information, Mr. Blevins. Real good. Maybe we can use it to find the woman.” 


     “I hope you can,” Samuel said, leaning forward in the recliner.  


     While Maude was interviewing Samuel Blevins, Joe sought out Anna Avery, and found her at her office, a small nook inside the Center for Change, the political office of the mayor. Joe had gone by the house, and the maid told him how to find the boss-lady after he showed his badge, and made it an official request. Driving the city car to her office reminded him of his first days working with Maude in her old car. It was beat-up and as ill-used as she had been. He laughed, remembering the first time he had ever seen her up close. She was lying on the floor, unconscious after a perp had hit her from behind. Joe remembered how mad she had been at being ambushed. 


     The trip to see Anna Avery was important, for he needed to ask her some questions Maude hadn’t thought of, or at least that was the reason he would give. Sometimes one detective could find out things another couldn’t. Maude was too savvy to let someone pull the wool over her eyes for a long period of time, and if she was really suspicious of someone, they seldom knew it until too late. Anna Avery, according to Maude, had seemed entirely too pleased with herself, enjoying the interview Maude conducted at the residence. Unknowingly, Anna had brought attention upon herself that might not have been there, had she played it a little more innocently. “Women,” he said. “How can a man understand them?” 


     Knocking on the door as a courtesy, Joe waited a moment then pushed inward, to find a very pretty young woman sitting behind a desk. She didn’t notice him at first as he moved toward her. Joe noticed her expression seemed disgusted, as though she had smelled something bad before he came inside the room, but the floral fragrance of her perfume belied that. 


     “Hello, sorry to bother you. Mrs. Avery?” he said, all in one breath. 


     “Yes, who are you?” she asked, removing small, rectangular glasses, her expression changing from disgust to curiosity.  


     “Detective Joe Allen, Homicide.” He looked around the room, noticing first the size of the small room, then, conversely, how richly it was furnished. “This your office, Mrs. Avery? It’s where your maid sent me.” 


     “Yes,” she said, leaning back in her chair, pushing away from the desk, crossing one knee with another. “How can I help you?” 


     “What kind of work you do here?”  


     “I am directing the next campaign. Mayor Richards will be running again. My job is to make sure he wins.” 


     “Does the mayor of this city really need someone with your style to win the vote?” Joe was sincere. “I assume you have a staff?” 


     Anna smiled at him and stood. She was his height, fully six feet in her white sandals, tall, even without the enhancement of three-inch heels. A beautiful woman who knew her power over men, she moved to his side with a graceful shifting of space. The thick smell of flowers suddenly reminded him of funerals. 


     “Do I look like I need a staff?” she asked, staring into his eyes.  


     “I, uh, assumed, you know, that you would have some help,” he managed, his throat suddenly dry. 


     “What can I do for you, detective?” she asked, breathing softly near his ear. “I’m all yours.” The fingers of her left hand touched inside the collar of his shirt. Shining dark hair with hints of gold draped over her right eye as she tilted her face to him. 


     Joe had visions of Jessica Rabbit from the animated film standing before him. He was having some trouble concentrating. 


     “Could I sit down?” he asked, looking for a chair. 


     “Of course,” she said, leaning against him, “if you really want to.” 


     “Uh, yes, please,” he said, trying to regain composure as he gently removed her fingers from his neck, and fell into the hard chair. 


     This wasn’t supposed to be difficult. He was the one in charge. 


     “Okay, sit,” she said languidly, moving backward to the edge of the desk. The slick top of the workplace pressed into her shapely bottom, causing the short skirt to rise higher still, exposing tanned, slender thighs. Joe’s eyes were dragged downward to his nemesis’ hot-pink toenails, glaringly bright, shining through the openings in her sandals. He quickly looked at his notes, desperately hoping to break whatever spell she was casting over him. When he was married to Sheila, he’d loved her toes painted in bright colors. The memory kept trying to resurface, but he forced it down. 


     “Mrs. Avery, a few years ago, you were charged with two misdemeanors. How were you able to get around those and work in a public office?” 


     “This is a private office, detective. Oh, may I call you Joe?” she asked, the smile back. 


     “Sure, uh, yeah. No problem,” he said. “How well did you know Marlin Thompson?” he asked, forcing his eyes off the skirt that kept rising as she changed position. 


     “Not well, Joe,” she said, leaning toward him, the thin fabric of the blouse pressing tight against her breasts, revealing the shape of large nipples beneath. 


     He glanced at her face and saw the smile of a predator—there was no humor in it, only hunger. She had him on the run. How many times had he done the exact same thing to a woman he hoped to conquer? 


     “What does that mean, not well? Were you on speaking terms?” 


     “Yes,” she said, “but not socially. I am, after all, a married woman. Marlin took care of the business for us. He always knew his limitations. Do you know yours, Joe?” Her teeth were almost bared, ready for the kill. He could see it coming. Joe jumped from the chair and made his way to the door, excusing himself as he turned away. 


     “Thank you, Mrs. Avery, we may have more questions later.” 


     “Come back, Joe, when you have more time to stay,” she taunted, the gleam in her eyes warning him to stay away, or be consumed.   


     He went straight for the car, breathing hard as though he had run a marathon. “What the hell just happened?” He checked himself for missing body parts. “She’s a dangerous woman,” he thought aloud. 


     The Cop Shop was buzzing with visiting narcotics officers from MacArthur. Madison investigators had located a large meth lab, south of the city in a mobile home community, and most local officers had been pulled to help out. Maude was in her office, content to watch the melee through the glass windows. She imagined their excitement as they geared to make a bust, and wished them well, but years of experience had taught her to stay out of other sections’ business. They didn’t appreciate interference from the untrained. She lifted her eyes and watched as Joe came through the door. He appeared to be harried—an unusual expression for him. Waiting as he entered the office, Maude sat quietly, sipping old coffee and wondering how his morning had gone. She thought she would start with her own visit to Samuel Blevins and bring Joe up to date on her part of the investigation. During the tale, he seemed distracted.   


     “Your turn,” she said, finally. “How did your interview go with Mrs. Anna Avery?” 


     “Uh, fine,” he said, headed to the coffee pot. “I found her office. She works for the mayor’s campaign,” he said without looking into Maude’s eyes. “Doesn’t know the victim except for polite conversation.” He shifted his position from leg to another while standing against the coffee bar. 


     “Pretty, isn’t she?” Maude asked, cocking her head sideways, watching Joe’s expression. 


     “Yeah, she’s a looker,” he said distractedly.  


     “Okay, partner,” Maude said, “what gives? Something’s bothering you. What is it?” 


     “That woman is dangerous,” Joe said. “She killed him.” 


     “What? What makes you think she killed him?” Maude was stunned. Sure, she had wanted Joe to find out all she could about the Avery woman, but she hadn’t expected that. 


     “Not only did she kill him, she thinks she’s going to get away with it.” 


     “Sit down, Joe,” Maude said. “Tell me what you’re thinking.” 


     “I can’t sit; I need to walk this off. She killed him, Maude. I looked in her eyes and knew she was playing with me like a cat does a mouse, just before biting its head off. When I mentioned the victim, I could tell she was laughing at me, daring me to prove she was lying about her involvement.” 


     “Ouch. I guess I was too involved with interviewing Wallace Avery to pick up too much about his wife,” Maude said. “I knew there was something too perfect about her. If you’re that convinced, there must be some evidence out there proving it.” 


     “Yeah, I’m sure,” Joe said, “She’s bad.” 


     Lunch was a trip to the hot dog stand responsible for many extra pounds on police officers and clerical help in downtown Madison. Joe liked sauerkraut on his, but Maude chose chili, cheese, and onions. She had lately missed her trips to the gym, but wasn’t worried about gaining weight yet. Without the nightly gin dinners, though, she thought there might be some wisdom to watching extra calories. Long-forgotten taste buds had surfaced from below her seared tongue. They ate standing, leaning against street poles, eyeing the neighborhood from a different angle. Across from the Cop Shop was a small park dedicated to the war veterans of the county. A faux-fountain stood in the middle of the park, surrounded by cement monuments to fallen heroes. None of Maude’s family was there, most of them having been law breakers or draft dodgers. Some were both. 


     Grace had always been proud of her children. Maude, being the eldest, had set an example for Leonard, as she moved from high school to college, then finally to steady jobs. Leonard had taken a different path, and started self-medicating for his emotional miseries. When their father left the family home, it was the last of a series of vacancies. The old man had been a negative influence on his children; he could always find chinks in their fragile armor, wounding them in the worst ways possible. It had been a game with him, to break them and show his superiority. Of course, the opposite occurred: he made himself look small and distasteful. Still, Maude had survived, always returning to the high road, no matter how low she traveled. She credited Grace for her successes, for the strength to overcome adversity. She thought her mother should have a monument. 


     Lilly Ann, Leonard’s only child, was a straight arrow, possibly because she knew firsthand how quickly life could go to crap when people swayed from the law. When her father finally killed himself with drugs, she was ten years old and resentful. The loss was terrible, but she overcame her grief with some good advice from a therapist and her Aunt Maude. Also, the girl’s mother was stable and true, offering the flip side of poor parenthood, for all to see. Maude thought that day, as on many others, that monuments made of stone were no better than the memories people held dear.  


     Coming back to the present, she was forced to consider Joe’s recent eureka moment, when he discovered his belief in the guilt of Anna Avery. The question remained: why would she want to kill Marlin Thompson? Was she alone in the murder, or did her husband participate in killing the young man? Maude had a strong suspicion that Wallace Avery was not part and parcel with the murder. No, he had been too close to violence already. A deeper look into Anna Avery’s past was called for. 


     “Let’s take a trip to Waco, Joe, Anna’s last known address before marrying Wallace Avery. Talk to some people at the PD. I’ll clear it with the captain. A day trip. You get to drive and I sleep. Sound good?”  


     “Sure, when?” His distraction fading, the thought of a road trip made Joe feel good. He liked driving, especially long trips. Good music on the radio made for a pleasant ride. Besides, finding evidence to shatter Anna Avery’s carefully crafted image would be ego-building, and, at the moment, he wouldn’t mind a little of that. 


     The afternoon was used for standard police work, which included report writing and labeling evidence. Maude used her small notebook to transcribe details from it to the computer documents to be shared with her captain. She made certain, as always, that the information was accurate without any personal opinions. Some areas covered officer responses to events. In those types of reports, she was allowed to use some discretion in describing what had happened.  


     Joe had stepped outside to speak to one of the officers about the drug enforcement bust. He sounded happy, and Maude wondered if Homicide was too much for the young man. God knew it could be confining. The fun events came from finding killers and proving they had done it. Human nature was often inclined to seek revenge for pain inflicted at an earlier time. A father might track the molester of his child then kill him. The end result was the child lost both innocence and a father. Sometimes the biblical version of justice was more appealing, an eye for an eye, without interference by a group of non-involved lawmakers.   


     She spoke to Captain Patterson and gave him the news that a trip to Waco was in the offing, unless he had other thoughts, and it was becoming clear they wouldn’t need to go to Woodsboro. She didn’t get into Joe’s gut-level responses to Anna Avery. Patterson wouldn’t like to hear them. Simply explaining they were following up on the background of the Avery couple was enough. Also the fact that it was a day trip helped convince him. She checked out more ammunition and a gas card, preparing for the early morning departure. There was no need to show up at the office; they could get an early start and call Patterson on the way. Being trusted got her a few privileges. 


     Alice was busy behind the computer, sending and receiving messages. She looked up with a smile when she saw Maude enter the room. As it happened, the inquiry on Marlin Thompson returned a picture of a young man in prison orange, his face bearded and head shaved, a far cry from the handsome clean-cut man shot down in the pawnshop. The name Marlin Thompson was an alias—his real name was Ronald Marshall from Detroit, Michigan. Marshall, a.k.a. Thompson, was part of an activist group in Michigan that protested against several factions. During a demonstration four years earlier, Marshall accidentally or intentionally (depending upon who was testifying about the incident) slammed a cop with a protest sign. The cop lost his right eye when the pointed stick on the sign rammed his face. Marshall was charged with felony assault, with injury, and spent three years in a Michigan prison. Married at the time, and living in Bradley, Wisconsin, Marshall soon found himself divorced and deserted. After his release from prison, he took the name of Marlin Thompson and returned home to Texas, legitimizing his freedom and ability to work with phony identification papers. 


     Maude thanked Alice for the information then went into the computer room to see a geek named Harold, who worked for IT. Maude had done him a favor once by visiting his mother, a widow being hassled by a con man. The mother didn’t know what to do about, or how to get rid of, the ex-boyfriend who had already taken her for a long, expensive ride. After a brief, no-nonsense conversation with the con artist, Maude convinced him it was in his best interest to give the woman’s money back, and disappear from the area, or be prepared for a short ride to the police station. She wasn’t bluffing, and he knew it. Harold had been grateful ever since. 


     She approached the young man and shook his hand before asking for help. 


     “Harold, how you doing?” 


     “I’m okay, Miss Rogers; that is, Detective Rogers. Can I help you with something?” 


     “Yeah, I need some intel on a woman named Anna Avery, DOB 12-28-1984.” She gave him all the details, including the possible connection in Detroit. “Find out about divorce records under the name Marshall. I’ll be in the office. Tell your mother hello.” 


     “Yes, ma’am, I will. She’ll be happy to know you mentioned her.” 


     She took a trip by the ladies room and stared at herself in the mirror during hand-washing. It was time for a new box color for her hair; the last one had begun fading, and her natural color was growing in. Rat-gray was her best description when someone asked what was under the box, a mixture of natural dark blonde and gray from aging. Not a pretty sight, in her opinion. Lilly Ann had suggested lightly that Maude should take a trip to a salon and spend some money on her hair. Looking in the mirror, those words came back, and she thought about them. “Hell, why not?” she said. “Looks bad enough it got me to cussing.”  


     Before she left the Cop Shop, Harold dropped off some paperwork, the contents though not surprising, were part of the paper trail of loose ends needed to make a case. 


     Along the road toward her house there was a salon where once in a while she stopped in for a haircut. They took walk-ins, so she thought she’d chance it. Patterson was in his office when she called to tell him she was leaving early. 


     “Going to the salon. Just so you know where I’ll be.” 


     “Going where?” Patterson asked, choking on a cookie his wife had baked. “I thought I heard you say you were going to the salon.” 


     “Yeah, you heard right,” she said. “I’m leaving a little early. Comp time.” 


     “Oh, don’t worry about that,” he said quickly. “You go right ahead.” He could hardly wait to mention to the rest of the guys that Maude Rogers was going to a salon. My Lord, he thought, stranger things have probably happened, but I swear I haven’t heard of them. 


     “What? You don’t think I go to beauty salons?” she grumbled. 


     “Oh, sure, sure. Of course you do. Go right ahead. See you Wednesday.” Patterson was afraid to break the spell. Maude was acting almost like a woman instead of a cop. 


     Joe was still jawing with the guys because the afternoon had been slow. No crimes reported. They’d probably wait till night, as they usually did. 


     “Joe, leaving early. Be ready by six for Waco.” 


     “Okay, partner,” he said. “Going home?” 


     “No, some personal business.” She didn’t like everybody knowing her movements. 


     “Anything I can do to help?” he asked, back to being his old self. 


     “No, see you in the morning. Early. Night, Joe. Night, guys.” She began walking to her car just as James Patterson entered the room where the men were gathered. She heard the word “salon” said a few times and shook her head at the foolishness of men. 


     The young woman with hair standing up like a row of paintbrushes wet with orange paint asked if she could help. Maude looked at her doubtfully and said she didn’t think so. Another older, more conservative woman appeared quickly and proceeded to seat Maude while they talked. After explaining what she didn’t want—no orange or any other hair color not God-given—the final product she received was a blunt cut with streaks of golden blonde throughout the rest, blending the colors together. Definitely pleased with the result, Maude smiled, paid the woman, and left a generous tip. On her way out the door, she felt considerably more attractive than when she had arrived.  


     She couldn’t stop looking; the mirror drew her eyes to the reflection of the woman with nice hair. Silently thanking Lilly Ann for the advice, Maude arrived home, hoping there were no more ghoulish pranks in store. She couldn’t put the activity of the jackhammer in any other category, even though there had been no intention of humor by the mastermind that planned it. The house was quiet, with nothing amiss. 


     “Good,” she said to the walls. “I am not in the mood for intrigue.” Hunger was first on her agenda. She had learned the HALT acronym. Hungry, angry, lonely, and tired. All were occasions when people broke their sobriety. Crap, she thought, I have them all, most of the time. Maybe not the hungry one, but certainly the others. 


     Her dinner was earlier than usual because of the early bedtime she’d planned. A frozen dinner from Boston Market offered a good, tasty meal for a decent price. Cleanup was minimal, and the last cigarette of the day quickly followed the third. Her nicotine intake being doubled left a satisfied feeling. She went to bed sleepy but took one of the pills as backup. Avoiding the tossing and turning of a restless night was premium on her wish-list. Regardless of all the preparation to avoid sleeplessness, Maude stayed awake for a long time. Visions of Anna Avery with a machete in hand ran across her consciousness. Finally she slept in a quiet house. 


     Rising early before the sun showed itself, Maude examined her breasts for lumps, as she tried to do every Tuesday while showering. After assuring herself that nothing new had grown in a week, she dressed and attended to the new hairstyle as the woman at the salon had shown her. She was amazed at the way a few added blonde streaks improved her looks. “Being old doesn’t have to mean being a dragged-down, washed-out harpy.” That was what the stylist had said. A white shirt, her gold cross, and the brown blazer with gold flecks brought out the new color, and she liked the look. After choosing a pair of sharply creased brown slacks and dark brown Tony Lamas to finish the look, Maude touched lipstick to her mouth, poured the rest of her coffee into a travel mug, and looked for the paperwork from Harold. It was all there. She eased herself into the city car and began the drive to Joe’s apartment. Joe took over the wheel when she arrived, then pulled into Taco Cabana’s drive-through to order food to go. The restaurant was a favorite. Afterward, it was on the road to Waco, three hours away.  


     “What do you mean, he came by and asked questions?” Wallace Avery asked of his wife. “Why are they interested in you?” 


     She lay upon the chaise as early morning sunlight filtered through the border of trees on the east side of the house and sent its rays through the thin window screens. Rising early was a pleasure for Anna; she liked the feel of air freshly cleaned by night’s coolness. Her life was orderly, with no room for clutter or anything soiled. Thinking of just how much of her time was spent in the open breezeway of the house brought a smile to her full lips. What Wallace didn’t know made everything simpler. Remembering the last time she had a visitor lying upon the same chintz-covered lounge made her smile broaden into a laugh of delight. Let’s see, that was five, no, seven days ago, she thought.  


     “What’s funny?” Wallace asked, curious at her outburst. 


     “Oh, the silly questions the detective had for me, they were really quite comical at times. A mix-up. That old lady detective thought I said I worked at the shop with you, and she sent her good-looking young helper to find out what days I was there. He wanted to know if I was working the day your helper was killed.”  


     “How good looking is he?” Her husband was reading the newspaper and glanced her way. 


     “Quite handsome,” she said, “dark hair and green eyes. No more, please; the subject is tiresome.” 


     “If you say so,” Wallace remarked, returning to his paper. “Perhaps I should have a word with their supervisor. If they annoy you again, I will definitely put a stop to it.” 


     “Thank you, darling,” she said, the smile now hidden. Remembering Ronald’s excited groans and grunts stirred her body’s response. He had been a passionate lover. “I’m going to miss him,” she whispered to herself. 


     “Say something, love?” Wallace asked.  


     “No, nothing. Just enjoying the lovely morning.” Anna closed her eyes and slept, her breath a purr of contentment. 


    

      


    


  




  

     Chapter 13   


     Maude reconsidered the relationship between the deceased Marlin Thompson and Ann Avery, looking for angles. She thought about bouncing a few facts and suppositions off Joe after he had slept, wondering if he was still convinced the young woman was hiding something. 


     “Joe, about this woman, how do you think she figures into the murder?” 


     He took more than a minute thinking then offered up, “Can’t say yet. Maybe jealousy or revenge. He might have been coming on to her.” 


     “She’s a pretty young woman; no doubt any man would be attracted to her.” She glanced away at some construction on the highway. “There is a possibility she knew him before. Maybe he threatened to tell on her.” 


     “Possible,” Joe said, thinking. “When did he get out of prison?”  


     “Let’s see,” she said, looking in her book. “Records show he was released in January of this year.” 


     “So…eight months or so.” Joe nodded. “If he went to work at the pawnshop four months ago, wonder where he spent the first four months after he got out?” 


     “Maybe in Waco, where he was released for good behavior. His parents live south of there.” Maude thought about that for a minute. 


     “A retirement home for old people?” Joe asked. “That what we’re doing, scouting out your next residence?” He got a stare for his trouble, just enough to keep the smirk planted on his lips. 


     “Yeah, and no. I’m going to retire and move in with the last partner I work with,” she said. “Anyway, the parents aren’t that old.” 


     Joe chuckled. He liked getting a rise out of Maude. “Seriously, aren’t we looking at Anna today?” 


     “Well, you see, that’s the thing. Her last known relative lives near Waco also. A little too coincidental, don’t you think?” 


     Joe cocked his head and nodded. “A little too.” 


     “Marlin Thompson, a.k.a. Ronald Marshall, was married before he went to prison. His wife divorced him. Anna Avery used to be Anna Marshall. That’s how an ex-con got the job in a pawnshop: she forged his papers and convinced her husband to hire him.” 


     “Why didn’t we just ask Avery about hiring Thompson?”  


     “I did,” Maude countered. “He told me an employment agency sent Thompson over. Said he had good references, passed the examination, and got his license.” 


     “That doesn’t make sense. Why would he lie about that? Unless Anna set it all up just so her ex found work near her. Still, that doesn’t wash either. She’s not the kind of woman who wants last year’s model unless there’s a good reason.” 


     “A darn good reason,” Maude agreed. “I suspect she lives by the saying keep your friends close and your enemies closer.” 


     “Where to first?” Joe asked, passing the city limit sign for Hewitt, Texas, population  1,351. The town was small, good for lying low for four months. 


     “The address for the parents is 330 Rural Route 3, a little north of Hewitt. I guess it isn’t a retirement center. Let’s hope we can get some answers to our questions.”  


     As always when entering a city on police business, Maude made contact with law enforcement agencies. It was good politics to meet and greet the people you might need to depend upon. The dispatcher was the only one on duty at the station. She said everybody else was out, but she could radio the chief. The town was progressive, with two Starbucks near the freeway. Chief Tom Bradley agreed to meet them at the one nearest the station. They arrived first and waited, sipping the hot, strong coffee at a table. The barista behind the counter had smiled and worked quickly, eying Joe all the while. 


     Chief Bradley was a graying man in his forties, lean as a pencil, and sharp too. He acknowledged their presence in town, and directed them toward the Marshalls’ address. Said they had lived there for a few years and he remembered when their boy went to prison over the incident. 


     “The folks insist it was an accident, but the young man was found guilty of assault.” Bradley seemed sad about the murder, but it wasn’t news to him; he’d been the one who told the parents about it.  


     “Chief, did you know Ronald Marshall’s wife?” Maude asked, admiring the taste of the brew before her. It reminded her of those little cups that came in boxes. 


     “No, I never met her, but I understand she dropped him flat when he went to prison. The Marshalls were somewhat bitter against her for a while.” 


     “They changed their minds?” Joe asked. 


     “Well, after Ronald got out, he came here and stayed, then next thing you know, he was gone. They said he got a job in Madison, said she helped him. Damndest thing. Just about the time things worked out, and those folks got on with their lives, somebody killed their son. That’s just too wrong. I hope you catch whoever it was.”   


     “Thank you, chief. We hope so too. We’d better get on over and see them before it gets any later. Should we call first?” she asked.   


     “Probably not necessary. They’re home folks. Reason I know them well, they’re friends of my sister. We’ve come in contact a few times.” 


     Goodbyes said and coffee finished, the detectives headed northeast, toward Route Three. The road’s name had been changed to Mercer Street by emergency services, but most people, according to Chief Bradley, still called it Route Three. Two miles down the narrow pavement, they drove into the yard of 330. A red pickup was in the carport of the small orange brick house, and in front of it, protected by the overhang, sat a Mustang of sixties vintage. Joe slavered over the dark green paint job, wishing he could see inside the car.  


     “Can I help you folks?” The polite voice came from behind the screened door. Maude had no doubt a double-barrel shotgun stood near the speaker. She would expect it from a man whose son had been recently murdered. 


     Joe nodded at Maude and she stepped forward, taking the lead with the older man. 


     “I’m Maude Rogers, Mr. Marshall, and this is my partner Joe Allen. We’re homicide detectives from Madison. We’ve come this distance to speak to you about your son.” 


     “My son is dead, detective. I don’t know what I can do to help.” 


     “We know, sir. I’m sorry for your loss. May we come in?” She was filled with sympathy for the man, but dreaded meeting his wife. Jeez, I hate talking to mothers about their dead sons. Something about that connection makes it harder for women. Maude’s memory tried to pull her from the present, but she held on, refusing to backtrack to the time she’d lost her own son, before he could be born. 


     “Yes, come in, detectives, pardon my manners. Elizabeth would scold me for keeping a lady outside on the steps.” 


     Maude immediately liked the gentlemanly charm of Edwin Marshall. Two padded straight-back chairs sat in a half-circle, along with a recliner and small wicker love seat. A gray-haired woman with stooped shoulders sat there, her small frame taking only a small section of the love seat. She was staring straight ahead at the television screen, where Lucille Ball, in black and white, played to canned laughter. Maude spoke to the woman politely, but received no indication she was heard. 


     “Elizabeth isn’t here most of the time since our boy died. Doctor says, ‘Be patient, emotional wounds take time to heal.’”  Edwin seemed sad, resigned to loss. “What would you like to know, detectives?” 


     Joe began: “Mr. Marshall, We understand your son stayed with you after he was released from custody. Did he seem frightened, as if he was hiding from anyone who wanted to harm him?” 


     The man seemed grateful for the opportunity to talk. “Yes, he was here for a while. Ronald, or Ronny, as we always called him, was a good boy growing up. He liked fixing things, even when he was little. Break his toys; he’d have them torn apart, seeing what was wrong. High school, he got involved in student council, hoping he could fix some problems in the school. He was elected their president, over and over. We lived in Marlin then, east of Waco. Ronny finished school there, and got involved with some activist group looking for better wages at the chemical plants. He really liked doing that. Some of his people were starting up in Detroit, thinking they’d boycott the car industry. They…convinced him to go. You know the rest. Ronny was a good boy, a good son.” Toward the end, Edwin’s voice broke, but he quickly controlled his emotions.  


     “What about his wife, Mr. Marshall?” Maude asked. “We know he was married then. Did he see her after he came back?” 


     The man’s expression changed, becoming harsh. “She was nothing but bad. Ronny met her in Marlin, fell for her. Pretty girl, she wanted him, though I don’t know why. She left him when he was arrested. Said she didn’t need no ‘jailbird husband. So no, she never came here.’” 


     “You say she was bad. Can you explain what you mean?” Joe thought he knew, but needed to hear it from the man. 


     “Something in that girl is rotten. Always wanted the best, even the wedding she demanded. Her parents put themselves in deep debt to make her happy, but it wasn’t enough, wasn’t to her liking. Ronny was disturbed over her behavior, but he was in love, couldn’t see the selfishness in her, at least not till later, when they moved to Detroit. He told us she wanted him to get money, no matter how he had to do it.” 


     “How long did he stay with you and your wife before moving to Madison?” Joe asked. 


     “Well, you see, we moved here after he graduated. Got a good deal on the place. Elizabeth had been in school here and had friends. When Ronny came to us, he stayed in the spare room, kept to himself, didn’t have any friends. After a couple of months, he found a job at a mechanic shop, fixing lawn mowers, but he wasn’t happy. We could tell. He wanted that woman back. Mentioned her name a few times, wondering about her. Said she had remarried. ‘Thank God’ is what I said, of course, not where he could hear me. Wasn’t long before he was going out, meeting people, starting a new life. Then she called him, said she wanted to see him, catch up on old times. Next thing you know, she got him a job in Madison. He said it was in a pawnshop. Said she fixed things where he could work there. ‘Lots of money to be made,’ that’s what she told him. He left, and we never saw him alive again. That was over four months ago.” 


     “Did you talk to him much after that?” Maude asked, eying Elizabeth, observing her trance. 


     “Yes, my Ronny called home every Sunday. He was a good boy.” The woman seemed to come awake from a deep sleep. Her face animated, she kept talking about her son. “Mother’s Day he sent me red roses. My, wasn’t that a nice thing to do?” 


     “Mrs. Marshall, what do you think of Anna?” Maude hoped the woman knew something about her ex-daughter-in-law that would be helpful. 


     “Don’t care much for her. Never did. She was older than my Ronny. But he was always a good son. Always loved his mother. Just ask him, he’ll tell you. Ronny, Ronny,”
she suddenly yelled, “come out and meet these folks.” 


     Edwin stood and went to his wife, shushing her. He looked over at the detectives and shrugged. “Sorry, you’ll have to let yourself out.” Elizabeth had begun screaming hysterically to her dead son, demanding that he come into the living room. 


     “Thank you,” Maude said, rising from the chair, motioning to Joe that they should leave. “We appreciate your help.” 


     They drove for a few minutes, and Maude checked the guidance system for Marlin, Texas, thirty-five minutes away. “How about we have lunch and go see Anna’s parents—the last I checked, they still live in Marlin. Makes us a little later getting home. If you get tired of driving, let me know.” 


     Joe glanced over, smiled, and nodded. “I will do that, ma’am. I will do that.” 


     “Tough scene back there. I hope she gets better.” Maude stared out the window, sorry she hadn’t taken time for her second cigarette of the day. Nicotine helped calm the animal.  


     “Yeah, hell of a note. The old man loses both of them. You get anything out of all that?” 


     “Confirmation. Anna is up to her neck in the murder. What a piece of work she is. Wake me when we get there.” 


     Driving was soothing to Joe, always had been. He could think clearly when navigating open roads. Like then, the memory of Anna Avery came back, her actions, her words. He was even more convinced she’d done it. Whatever her reason, she’d killed her ex-husband. It was up to him and Maude to prove it. Joe hated admitting the attraction he had felt for the woman. She was beautiful—sexy beyond belief. He could see why Ronald Marshall was so enthralled. The difference was, he saw the trouble in her, and Marshall hadn’t. Getting out of her office that day, he’d felt relief to be gone, an unfamiliar emotion when it came to leaving gorgeous women. Even after Sheila’s drunken behavior, he’d had only disgust. But Anna was different. She carried violence within her as some carry pain. Always there, ready to take hold at any time. That was what he’d seen.  


     Maude awoke from her nap as they drove into the city limits of the small town. Joe said he had enjoyed the drive, but she could see he was getting tired by the way his shoulders drooped.  


     “What’s for lunch?” she asked. “It’s on the city.” 


     “In that case, how about some real food if there’s an eatery here. Maybe a chicken-fried steak?” 


     “Sounds good to me. Let’s drive around the square. Maybe there’s a good place downtown. Hey look, there’s a place called The Sisters, across the street. I’ll bet they’ll have what we’re looking for.” 


     Joe parked the car and they walked to the restaurant, happy to be out of the car. They were seated at a table and ordered from a menu, taking time to appreciate small-town business. After a really good meal, the two detectives ambled back to the car as Maude lit her allowable cigarette. She had long since stopped smoking in the city car, a fact Joe was happy about. 


     “Got the address?” he asked. “I’ll program it into the guidance system while you’re smoking. By the way, did I tell you how good you look today? Don’t know what you did, but you look healthier.” 


     “Men,” she said. “Healthier? Women don’t want to look healthy. They want to look good.” 


     Joe’s eyes were sparkling with mischief. “Sorry, you look good too.” 


     “Thanks, it’s the haircut and a little color. A friend of mine used to say, ‘Any old barn looks better with a little paint on it.’ I guess she was right.” 


     Driving away from downtown, they found the house where Casper and Mary Singleton lived, pulled into the drive, and got out, headed for the house. A huge German shepherd barked through a chain-link fence dividing the yard from the street. The Beware of Dog sign posted nearby was given credence by the deep chuff from the animal. Maude had always had a healthy respect for large animals with sharp teeth, but she didn’t let them keep her from the job. A quick knock on the door then silence as she waited for someone to come forward and greet them. Another knock and a woman of uncertain age, wearing a white apron tied in the back over a pink-flowered housedress, opened the door. A small chain stayed in place across the opening. 


     “Mrs. Singleton? I’m Maude Rogers, Homicide, of Madison, and this is my partner, Joe Allen. We’d like to ask you some questions. We’re investigating the murder of Ronald Marshall.” 


     Joe stepped forward and held out his hand, prepared to introduce himself. The woman stepped back as if frightened. He withdrew his hand from the door opening and nodded to Maude that maybe she should talk. 


     “What do you want to know?” the woman asked. 


     “Can we come in and talk?” Maude smiled, showing her badge at the same time. She realized the woman wasn’t accustomed to police officers at her door. 


     “I guess it’s all right. Come in, officers,” she said, removing the security chain. 


     “Are you Mary Singleton?” 


     “No, I’m Mary’s sister, Gloria Adams. She’s out right now. I live here with her since Casper died last year.” 


     “Oh, I’m sorry for your loss,” Maude said. “Will Mary be back soon?” 


     “Yes, she’ll be back in a few minutes. Just a short trip to the grocery store. Sit down, please. Where are my manners?” Gloria added, directing them toward the chairs in a small living area.   


     “Gloria, what can you tell me about Anna, your niece?” 


     “You’ll have to wait until Mary comes home. She knows all about Anna.” Mary sat down for a moment then turned toward Maude. “Would you like some coffee?”  


     Figuring it as a way to break the ice with the frightened woman, Maude said, “Yes, I would like a cup,” then followed as Gloria limped her way into the kitchen. 


     Joe sat alone on the small couch, watching Alex Trebek ask difficult questions of contestants on Jeopardy!.   


     “I’ll help, if you’ll let me.” Maude could see the woman’s movements were practiced, as though the limp had been there awhile. Gloria noticed her looking, and shook her head.  


     “I’m fine. The accident happened a long time ago, and I hardly notice it anymore.”  


     “Excuse me, I didn’t mean to be rude.” Maude was embarrassed she’d been caught staring. 


     “Why sure.” Gloria smiled, relaxing. “I understand. When it first happened, I was in real bad shape, thought I’d never walk again because of my injuries: broken hip, femur, several ribs fractured; but as you can see, that wasn’t true. I was lucky.” 


     Maude waited as the woman poured sugar into a bowl and added a container of powdered creamer to a tray. 


     “Were you in a car accident?” Maude asked sympathetically.  


     “No.” Gloria smiled nervously. “It was a…household accident. I…was taking care of Anna while Mary and Casper were at work. She was ten, and it was summer, with school out. I carried a basket of laundry downstairs—they lived in a split-level house back then—and stepped onto one of Anna’s roller skates. I didn’t remember seeing it on the way up, but going back down, there it was, waiting to carry me to hell. When I hit the bottom of the stairs I knew I was hurt bad, maybe dying, but it had happened so fast, I had trouble believing I wasn’t in a dream.” 


     “What happened after that?”  


     “I screamed at Anna to call her mother, but she had already gone outside. I guess…she didn’t see me fall.” 


     Maude waited a moment for the woman to continue. “You sound as though you’re unsure about what the girl might have seen.” 


     “Well, she was angry at me because I wouldn’t let her go skating with her friends. Mary had told me to keep Anna at home because she was grounded. After I fell, the girl disappeared. Then later, when I pulled myself across the floor to the phone and called Mary, Anna came back inside, and said she was sorry I had stepped on her skate, but maybe I should be more careful.” 


     “Do you think she was sorry, Gloria?” 


     “Well…I…no, I don’t think she was. I even thought for a while she’d put the skate there, hoping I would fall.” 


     “What changed your mind?” 


     “I don’t know that I changed my mind. I just put it out of my thoughts,” Gloria said, carrying the pot of coffee to the table where Joe sat. 


     “She was a headstrong child, and there was almost nothing she wouldn’t do to get her way. A selfish girl, pretty and even deceitful, but I couldn’t believe she would try to hurt me because she was angry.” 


     Sitting across from the woman, Maude sipped her sweetened coffee. Joe took his toward the end of the couch, and seemed caught up in the television program, but Maude knew he was giving her space, hoping to avoid a break in Gloria’s story.  


     “How long have you lived with Mary?” Maude was enjoying the coffee; it had already been a long day, and they had a long way to go before reaching home. Caffeine would be necessary to keep her alert. 


     Gloria seemed relieved that the line of questioning was no longer about her accident. “Casper died six years ago, and I’ve been here ever since then. Before that, I stayed a few times, helping Mary, that is, until the accident. After that, I stayed in my apartment. My husband, Glenn, died when he was a young man, just forty-two. Heart attack, the doctor said. I lived with my daughter after that, until she graduated college and got married. It seemed foolish to keep an apartment, since Mary owned this house, and wanted me to come. Casper’s heart attack had happened so fast; it was devastating for my sister.” Gloria seemed disturbed, and carefully added creamer and sugar to her coffee, as though the lightest touch could cause the cup, and her composure, to shatter.  


     Maude had dealt with the victims of trauma and abuse before, and Gloria fit the profile of someone who had escaped a bad situation, but feared something even worse might happen. A ten-year-old kid who deliberately caused her aunt to fall down a flight of stairs was a disturbed child. How many more “accidents” happened because of Anna Singleton? Just as Maude was considering the question, Mary Singleton arrived home, her arms full of grocery bags. Joe jumped up to help, but Mary didn’t know him and pulled back, skirting the young man’s outstretched hands. 


     “Who are you? Gloria, are these friends of yours?” she asked. 


     “No,” said her sister. “They’re detectives from Madison. They want to ask you some questions about Anna.” 


     “Anna? What’s she done?”  


     Maude considered the choice of words. Usually, when someone was told questions were being asked about a loved one, the person responded, “What’s happened to her. Is she all right?” 


     “Just routine, Mrs. Singleton. We’re following up on the murder of Ronald Marshall. Of course, he was known in Madison as Marlin Thompson, but we understand how a person from prison uses an alias sometimes to secure a job. It appears he named himself after his hometown.” 


     “Oh…Ronald. Yes. A really nice boy. I was sorry to hear about his death.” Maude noticed Mary’s words were the same as those of the young man’s mother in describing him. Mary put the bags aside and entered the small living area. Seating herself, she welcomed them in her home after Maude and Joe introduced themselves and showed their identification. “What can I help you with, detectives?” 


     “Hoping you can clear up some routine questions about your daughter’s marriage to the victim.” 


     Mary frowned and started to say something, then stopped. After a moment of silence she said, “But that was over four years ago. How can my daughter’s marriage have anything to do with his death?” 


     “As we said, just routine questions, Mrs. Singleton,” Joe said, picking up where Maude left off. “We’re putting together a picture of the victim’s life.” 


     “They were married in this town. My husband spared no expense for his little girl.” Mary chewed her lip nervously. “Anna had been out of school for two years when she met Ronald. They were in love, she said. He was still young, eighteen, but seemed older. He went to Baylor for one semester after that then dropped out. The next thing I knew, they wanted to get married. Casper, my husband, worshiped our daughter and could never deny her anything. Nothing his little princess wanted was too much. He borrowed money for her wedding, drowning us in debt. Finally, he gave her away, something I thought he would never do. Me, he would have given away gladly, but not his precious Anna.” Her voice dropped so low Maude had difficulty hearing. Mary stared defiantly at the detective. 


     Maude caught the “little princess” part, and heard the unspoken accusation in Mary’s voice.  


     “How did you feel about the young man?”   


     “I wasn’t happy. I didn’t believe they were old enough to get married, but some of Anna’s friends had been married since high school, and she just couldn’t wait any longer. Anyway, it wasn’t up to me. It was her father who always had the last word. He didn’t give a damn what I thought. Anna was everything to him. Everything.”  


     “Mary, do you think Anna could have had anything to do with Ronald’s death?” Maude heard a sharp gasp from Gloria. 


     Mary’s demeanor changed, becoming fearful. “What makes you ask such a question, detective? You’re talking about my daughter.” 


     “Yes, I know, Mary. It’s a hard question, but I need to hear your answer. So once again, do you think your daughter might have had anything to do with her ex-husband’s death?” 


     Mary suddenly burst into tears. She refused to look at Maude or Joe, and reached for her sister’s hand. 


     “I…don’t know what to say, detective. It’s my child you’re talking about. How can a mother say her only daughter might be a murderer? Those words could never come from me, even if they were true.” With that, Mary wiped her eyes and straightened her shoulders. “If you have no more questions, detectives, I will show you to the door.”  


     “Yes, ma’am,” Joe said, rising from the couch. “Thank you for your time. Please take my card. Call if you think of anything that might help us find Ronald Marshall’s killer.” 


     “You won’t hear from me, detective. There’s nothing I can tell you.” 


     As they were leaving the room, Gloria came to say goodbye. Maude took a moment to give her card to the woman, meeting her eyes for a moment. 


     They eased into the city car and drove away with Maude at the wheel, allowing Joe to nap a while. He was so quiet, she thought he had fallen asleep. 


     “Maude,” he said, startling her, “what kind of kid would do that? Who would set up her mother’s sister so she would fall down the stairs? I can tell you, an evil little witch, that’s the kind—one that grows up to be Anna Avery. She killed her ex, now how do we prove it?” 


     “With good police work, Joe, and lots of luck. Like all egotistical killers, she’ll screw up. And we’ll be there to put the cuffs on.”  


     Maude drove for an hour before deciding to stop for coffee and convenience store hot dogs. Night wasn’t far off, and she didn’t want to drive the lonely stretches of road in the dark without more caffeine. They pulled over at a gas station and Joe filled the tank while Maude went in, used the facilities, and poured coffee for two. He came in the door and passed her by on his trip into the men’s room. Standing outside, sipping her coffee, Maude decided to smoke her third cigarette of the day. While she was lighting up, her phone rang. It was Gloria Adams. 


     “Detective,” Gloria whispered, “that girl is bad. The things she did at home were unspeakable. Mary knows it, but won’t face the facts. Anna killed that boy. I’m sure of it.” 


     “What makes you sure, Gloria?” Maude asked, hoping she could keep the woman talking. “You heard her admit it?” 


     “I didn’t have to hear her admit it, detective. I heard her plan it. I can’t talk now. Can you meet me somewhere?” 


     “Yes. I can meet you. Tell me when and where.” 


     “At the Dairy Queen, over on Sixth Street. In about two hours. Mary will be asleep by then. It’s not that I mind her knowing; she’ll have to before it’s over. I just don’t want her to know it’s me pointing the finger. She’d never forgive me.” 


     After the disconnection, Joe ambled outside, stretching. “I’m glad to be going home,” he said. “These little burgs are depressing. You can see why the kids leave as soon as they graduate high school. Nothing for them to do.” 


     She hated to do it, but the sooner the better. “Joe, we’re skipping the hot dogs and going back. Gloria had a change of heart and wants to tell us the truth about Anna. Said she heard her talking about killing Ronald.” 


     Joe turned and spat into a drainage ditch near the store. “Uh-huh. Figured it was too easy. Want me to drive?” 


     “Joe, I love you, kid. No, I can get us back. You go ahead and sleep; it’ll take an hour. Then we wait until Gloria shows up at Dairy Queen. We can eat there; a DQ Dude will work for me.” 


     About an hour later, they parked in the drive of the fast food restaurant and went in. After ordering their food, Maude began writing in her work notebook, catching up. 


     “You have the recorder, Joe? We’ll need it for Gloria.” 


     “Yeah, let me test the battery.” Joe turned the device on, but received no sound from it. “Uh-oh, it’s bad. Wonder if there’s a store around?” He walked to the ordering counter and had a conversation with the redhead behind the cash register. Soon, he returned to the table with two triple-A batteries then sat down. He grinned as he changed the old for the new. 


     “You’re waiting for me to say something insulting, but it isn’t going to happen. Bless that little girl if she gave you those batteries.” 


     “She didn’t give them to me; sold them for five bucks.” Joe’s grin got wider. “I’ll put in for reimbursement.” 


     “Jeez, mighty expensive power,” Maude said, and dove into the sandwich and fries in front of her. “Food came while you were gone,” she said. “Better eat before Gloria gets here.” 


     A half-hour later, Gloria arrived in a small car. Maude remembered seeing it in the yard beside the big dog. For sure, no one would try and steal either. She watched the woman for a minute, and realized they were expected to go to her. Considering Gloria’s physical condition, it was a no-brainer who should do the traveling. The door to the small Audi was unlocked, and Maude got in the front passenger seat as Joe opened the back door and scooted his long-legged body inside. When the pleasantries were over, Maude told the woman that whatever she had to say would be recorded. Expecting an argument, Maude was prepared to turn off the device, but Gloria simply nodded. 


     “I understand. It will all come out anyway, and if this makes it easier to put that girl where she belongs, then okay. Last month I went to MacArthur with my daughter. She’s thirty-five, very successful in the financial world. There was a convention she had to go to, and I needed to get out of the house. Sometimes Mary and I get on each other’s nerves. Of course, I know it’s usually my fault when we have disagreements. I’m a troublesome person, a burden to my sister. 


     “That evening, we stayed in the Marriott where the business conference was held, and I intended to take my Kindle and go to bed, read for a while, a sci-fi by Dan Thompson. But my daughter, Penny, short for Penelope, had called Anna and asked her to come to the hotel after the conference. She suggested they go to the hotel bar and have a few drinks, maybe dance with some of the businessmen. Just fun. But see, she didn’t tell Anna I’d come with her. Probably intended to, but forgot. She and Anna had been friends off and on, not best buddies, but neither one had brothers and sisters, so they got together some times. 


     “I went to bed in the second room of the suite, and was drowsy—my book wasn’t interesting enough to keep me awake—when I heard the door open. I figured it was Penny, forgot something. My eyes opened when I heard the phone ring a couple of times, and Anna answered it. She sounded mad, real mad. I heard her say Ronald’s name, then she got quiet for a minute. A little bit later, she said, ‘Ronald, if you won’t steal the diamonds for me, I don’t need you around. Not only do I not need you, if you don’t do the job, I’ll get someone else to do it and swear you were the one. With your record, it’ll be easy to convince my husband you did it. Why do you think I got the job for you? Because I love you? Don’t be absurd. Just because I let you in my bed, doesn’t mean I love you.’ She yelled for a while, talking about the safety deposit box in the bank, the place her husband stashed the four-carat diamonds. Then she got real quiet again, and I heard her say, ‘I’ll kill you if you even try to tell him. He’s a chump, but he’s my ticket, and you’re never going to tell him about us.’ 


     “Anna slammed the phone on the table then, real hard. I could hear it plainly when it smacked the table. I…think I must have made some noise, because she stopped, and I heard the chair squeak. Her high heels made a clicking sound as she got up, headed for the door to the room where I was hidden. Then someone knocked on the door. It was the maid, bringing towels. I lay there, scared to death, knowing what my niece is capable of. I knew she would kill me to keep me quiet. 


     “Pretty soon, I heard her on the phone again. I guess she had thought it was the maid making the earlier sound. Anna spoke to Penny and said she had to get back, that something had come up. Then she left the room. I…had to call the maid. I’d been so scared I had an accident.” At that, Gloria blushed. 


     Maude had sat quietly, not disturbing the woman’s story. Too many sordid tales had come across the Homicide desk for her to question the validity of Gloria’s testimony. Anna Avery was a conniver and a murderer. What they needed was the gun with her prints on it. Thanking Gloria for her bravery, Maude started to get out of the car then turned back for a minute. 


     “That skate was no accident, was it?” 


     “No, detective. It wasn’t. She planned it. Laughed at me lying on the floor. I never trusted her after that, but I never pushed her either. One time I caught her looking at me when she was about thirteen, and the hate on her face scared me. I never went back around that house until she was gone for good. The only reason she let her parents alone was so they could get what she wanted. If she finds out I knew about what she said to Ronald, she’ll kill me.” 


     Driving back home, Joe wanted to talk about Gloria’s story. He had logged it as a statement from Gloria Adams, signed along with another piece of paper that read, “The information given is true and accurate.” She’d heard her niece threaten to kill Ronald Marshall, a.k.a. Marlin Thompson. Gloria knew she would be called on when the time came, and even though it upset her to think about testifying before a jury, she was resigned to do the right thing.  


     “So what’s next, Maude? How do we trap Anna into admitting she killed her ex?” 


     “What if we get her duped husband to help us? See if he has any cojones. Course, it’s a risk, he might not believe it, and run to her, hoping she’ll deny it.”  


     Maude sat with the Alcoholics Anonymous Big Book in her lap. She had been reading, using a small light attached to the book’s cover. Closing it, she went on, “He has the diamonds, and we now know where they are. What if we can make a deal with him; the district attorney might cut him some slack if he gives up his source for the diamonds. Sounds like someone stole them and Avery is supposed to sell the stash for a cut. Or we could go to the bank with a warrant and get them ourselves, then put the deal before him. I’d rather see him open the box and we’d have him for sure. What do you think, Joe?” 


     “I think we’ll have to keep Anna busy so she doesn’t get suspicious. That would blow the whole thing. Just say it works, do you think she’ll admit to killing Marshall, even to her husband? What’s to keep her from killing him? Or what if he refuses to testify after all is said and done, and takes his chances with the court?” 


     “It has to be sweet. We need his involvement. She sees him as her bus ride out of town. I don’t think she’ll double-cross him, but if we can make him believe she has that in mind, he might rethink any doubts he’d had before.” Maude opened the book, finding the text soothing. Funny how still the craving animal lay while she was reading. 


     The next morning both detectives were at their desks—it was hump day, and neither was on call for the upcoming weekend. The rest of the week should go fast, and that was okay with Detective Allen. He had a plan in the works for a short trip to visit Lilly Ann. She expected him to arrive by ten in the morning on Saturday. He could hardly wait. Glancing across the desk, he noticed his partner involved in a book. She called it the Big Book. Joe was happy that Maude was on the wagon. He had been concerned for her before—seemed like the gin was taking over. He also hoped Bill Page would soon show up—she needed company. Maybe, he thought, Bill needs an update. 


     Later, they walked over to the district attorney’s office and presented the case they had so far. Daryl Stevens, the DA, was busy, but his assistant Burl Metz was free. As they had thought, the opportunity to grab two birds with one stone was acceptable. If the smaller bird got a break, it was okay as long as the big one went away. Anna Avery was known by the assistant district attorney. He had met with her concerning the mayoral race, and found her to be pushy and inconsiderate. The detectives had the liberty to mention a deal with Wallace Avery if he gave up his diamond source, and worked with them to arrest Anna. There was a good chance he would turn on her after finding out she had slept with her ex-husband and planned to steal Wallace’s hidden diamonds. The murder of Ronald Marshall should be a sign to Wallace—Anna would stop at nothing, not even killing the man she was sleeping with, to get what she wanted. If worse came to worse, they would play the tape for him to hear, or at least a copy of the tape. The DA wouldn’t let the actual tape out of sight after the detectives showed it to him. 


     They made a trip to the captain’s office, cluing him in on the earlier events, and the upcoming plan to arrest Anna Avery. Next, they made a call to Wallace Avery at the pawnshop. Saying they had some news about the murder, Maude told the pawnshop owner they would be coming by his office in about twenty minutes. Upon arriving, they found a new employee in the shop, Wendy James, a pimply-faced thirtyish woman with nice brown hair and slim hips. The rest of her was attractive enough, but Maude thought it shameful the woman’s complexion had destroyed her appearance.  


     Wallace Avery sat behind his desk, appearing interested in what they had to say. They were both prepared with a way to get Anna out of town, but it proved unnecessary. She had gone on a short trip with the mayor, and would return in the evening, Joe was told in conversation with Avery. They were asked to sit and given coffee by Wendy, a task she seemed reluctant to perform. Maude thought she might be embarrassed to be a waitress. 


     Joe looked at Maude and nodded, urging her to begin with Avery. She pulled the notebook from her pocket and opened it as though she needed reminding of its contents.  


     “Mr. Avery, we have a statement from one of your wife’s relatives about a conversation she overheard between your wife and her ex-husband. Let me read from here: ‘Ronald, if you don’t steal the diamonds, I have no need of you. Just because I let you in my bed do you think I love you?’ I’m sorry, I am paraphrasing a little. She goes on to say that ‘If you tell my husband about us, I will kill you.’ Now, Mr. Avery, can you tell us what diamonds she’s talking about, and did she kill her ex-husband? Was that in fact Marlin Thompson, a.k.a. Ronald Marshall?” 


     Wallace Avery had lost all color in his face—the smile he’d pasted on when they arrived had turned upside down. His watery blue eyes seemed ready to burst out of his head, and Maude almost felt pity for him. 


     “What are you talking about? Do you mean Anna, my wife? I can’t believe this. I intend to call your supervisor about such nonsense. Who is this relative?” 


     “Well, Mr. Avery,” Maude said, “if we have it wrong, I apologize, but I must tell you, I’m interested in those diamonds she talked about. Do you know of those?” 


     Too quickly, Avery shook his head. “No, I haven’t the faintest idea of what you’re talking about. I have diamonds in the showcase, as you know.” 


     “Sure, I understand that. But why would she say such a thing? As though it was a plan to steal from someone. Maybe you?” 


     “I know nothing about this, and your insinuation my wife was having an affair with her ex-husband is ridiculous. She wanted nothing to do with him.” 


     “Then why did she convince you to hire him?” Joe asked, giving Maude a rest.   


     Avery sputtered for a minute, then quit. He knew he had been deceived but didn’t want to admit it to the police. 


     “I don’t know. I didn’t know.”  


     “We may be calling on you soon, Mr. Avery, to ask for your help. In the meantime, let me warn you to say nothing to your wife about what we told you today. Go on with your business, and if you hear anything about a cache of diamonds here illegally, you are instructed to call and report it. To do anything else would be to commit a crime. Do you understand?” 


     “Yes, I understand, detective. But this is all foolishness. I will be expecting an apology as soon as you have the right information.” 


     “Yes, sir, we’ll be looking into it, you can bet,” Joe said, standing. Maude moved from her chair, admiring the way Joe had handled himself.  


     They left the pawnshop and parked across the street, waiting to see what would happen next. It wasn’t long before Avery left his business and hustled toward the garage where he parked every day. There was only one entry, so they waited for him to drive out then followed him all the way to the Central Bank of Madison. After parking across the street from him, both detectives hurried to get in the bank and observe his actions. The director of Central Bank had been notified of what to expect, and although he was not involved in Avery’s business, he had informed one certain clerk to be ready and handle the man’s request. The detectives waited a minute then followed the bank clerk and Avery into the room where safety deposit boxes were kept. A curtain had been pulled, and Maude walked over to find Wallace Avery behind it, box in hand. She showed him a search warrant for the box and took it from him, and located a pouch with a handful of large, clear stones. She assumed they were diamonds, a girl’s best friend. 


     Wallace Avery had the look of a man doomed to spend his days locked away from society. He had tears in his eyes, trying to explain away his wrongdoing. “The diamonds are from Germany. They are part of the property stolen from Jews during the war. I never meant to profit from them—on the contrary, it was my intent to return them to their owners, once I had found them.”   


     “Mr. Avery, it would be better if you don’t compound your crime with lying to the police. We have records showing these stones were brought into the country via a Colombian cartel and you have been holding them since they arrived. Let me advise you of your rights, Mr. Avery.” While Joe ran through the Miranda warning, Maude found a comfortable seat. She waited until he was finished then spoke through the curtain. “Joe, bring Mr. Avery outside where we can talk.” 


     Seated finally, Wallace Avery was shaking from fear, his memories of jail coming back full force. After a little time, he looked at Maude as though hoping she might save him. 


     “Detective, I can’t go to jail. They will kill me there. What can I do?” 


     “You can tell us about your connection with the people who gave you the diamonds.” 


     “It was Phillip Mason. He brought them to me. I tried to tell him no, but he was no longer in the jewelry business and needed my help. Some people had threatened him that they would kill his family if he didn’t hold the jewels for them. He came to me a week before the murder of my assistant and brought the stones. I refused at first, then he threatened to tell those people that I had stolen their diamonds if I didn’t help him. Again I refused. I knew it was not keeping the diamonds—that wasn’t what he wanted. He was looking for revenge. He knew if I got involved with those men, he would have me, and I would lose everything. The last time he came was the day Marlin was killed. I had grown weary of his presence and agreed to take the stones. He told me some men would fly in from Columbia and claim them. I knew then that I was lost, for they would never let me go.” Avery lowered his head and sniffed, misery written deep within the lines upon his face.  


     “Mr. Avery, we can help each other. We’ve spoken to the district attorney, and been authorized to offer you a break. It will cost some, but if you value your freedom and your life, you may come out of this with only a misdemeanor—obstruction of justice. If you don’t choose to do what we ask, you’re on your own.” 


     “What must I do, detective?” Avery was seeing some light at the end of a previously dark tunnel. 


     “You have to search your house and find the gun your wife used on Ronald Thompson. You must also get her to confess to killing him.” 


     “But how, why? What makes you think she did this?” Avery was getting confused—first he was a jewel thief then he was in bed with a murderer. 


     “Just listen, Mr. Avery.” She played the tape once, then twice, so he got it all. He listened at first with disbelief, then with sadness, and finally the anger started. 


     “She used me. She never loved me—she only wanted what I could give her. I was afraid she might love my money, but I never dreamed she could betray me in such a way.” 


     “So how about it? Are you helping, or going to jail today? Later, the organized crime task force will take over, asking you questions and expecting your help. Those diamonds have to be explained.” 


     “Yes, tell me what to do.” 


    

      


    


  




  

     Chapter 14 


     Maude stayed closely in touch with Wallace Avery, watching his movements as he left the bank. The diamonds were turned over to the district attorney, who gave the detectives a receipt for twenty-five clear stones. The special evidence was closely watched and logged. If the diamonds were stolen, the rightful owners would eventually reclaim them; if not, they would be sold and added to justice coffers used in apprehending criminals in the drug trade. A few years earlier, law enforcement officials were given legislative approval to confiscate evidence in illegal activities. The impounded goods could then be sold to benefit law enforcement agencies. At least Maude hoped they would be. Something that spectacular could be tempting to anyone, even those on the side of the law. 


     Her job was to catch a murderer, and that was where she put her considerable resources. Wallace Avery was fitted with a listening device taped to his side. He was determined to hear his wife admit that she never loved him; if she admitted to killing her ex-husband and recent lover, that was all the better. Everyone had an agenda. James Patterson hoped the bust would happen, and he could brag about it to his cronies at work. Joe wanted to be a part of solving the crime, and hoped his experience was enough to overcome the hold Anna Avery had over him, the last he saw her. Maude wanted it to be over so she could go home. 


     They set up the machines in the large bedroom closet of the second bedroom at the Avery house. So far, at 7 p.m., the gun had not been found. Two police officers were stationed inside the closet to help where needed. Finally, Anna arrived at home, cheerful and with shopping bags. Her husband met her at the door and gave her a kiss. She entered the house and took off her shoes, waiting for the maid to bring her martini. Wallace told Anna that Daisy, the maid, was off. Her mother was sick. Anna said some choice words and proceeded to make her own drink. She saw her husband watching her closely and asked if there was a problem. 


     He sat quietly while she stirred the vodka, vermouth, and ice then strained it into glasses, topping them off with an olive each. She offered him a drink and he accepted. Just as the first sip went down, Wallace began talking. 


     “When did you first know you didn’t love me?”  


     Anna stopped in mid-step, wondering, Why now? After all this time. 


     “From the first.” 


     “So you admit it. All the times you professed to love me with all your heart you were lying?” 


     “Of course,” she said, leaning back into the Duncan Phyfe chair. “Would you have married me if I’d told you the truth?” 


     “What is the truth? Do you know it?”  


     Maude was listening in the closet, hoping the man didn’t lose his cool early on. A lot of work would go out the window. 


     “Yes, I know the truth. You had money and I didn’t. It was simple. Why are you asking today?” 


     “Because I know about your ex-husband. Your lover. He came here, made love to you in our bed.” 


     “Don’t be silly, Wallace. What difference does it make which bed my lover used?” 


     “I also know you wanted him to steal the diamonds, and when he refused, you killed him.” 


     “Wallace, you’re getting overwrought. Remember your heart. What diamonds are you talking about?” she asked innocently. 


     “You know exactly which diamonds. The ones I have in the security box at the bank. You wanted him to steal them. Did you promise to run away with him?” 


     “Don’t be ridiculous. He was such a loser. Always, even in the beginning. But he could make my body sing.” She leaned back, a small tic working near her left eye, exposing the anxiety she felt. He was getting to her. “It was you I wanted to be married to, Wallace. I used him for sex, yes, but I didn’t know about any diamonds.” 


     Wallace knew she was lying. She had known about the diamonds, as surely as she had used both of them to get what she wanted. He was amazed that the idea of her adultery was an acceptable consequence of her actions, and she thought it should be forgiven. 


     “Why did you kill him? Wasn’t he good enough in bed for you?” His anger was for real. 


     “It wasn’t like that,” she said, her composure slipping a little. “He threatened our marriage. He was going to tell you about our affair. I had to kill him. There was no choice.” 


     “Why did you want the diamonds? Didn’t I give you enough?” 


     “Oh well, if you insist, yes, I knew about them. I convinced your old partner to bring them after he called here, hoping to find you. He was in a bad place,” she said, and took a long drink of the martini, “lonely and scared. I gave him some comfort.”  


     “What, you made love to him too?” Wallace Avery was coming undone. Maude could hear it in his voice. 


     “It had nothing to do with love, darling. It was business. Besides, he wasn’t very good. Somewhat like you.” 


     “Oh crap,” Maude said, “it’s going to hit the fan now.” She climbed out of the closet, weapon in hand, and opened the door to the living area just as Anna Avery pulled a .45 from her purse and Wallace Avery reached out to throttle his wife with his bare hands. 


     “Stop! Anna, if you lift that gun, I’ll take you out. Step back, Mr. Avery. It’s over.” Maude had drawn a bead on the young woman, just as Joe came in through the other door and grabbed the gun. Anna looked up into Joe’s eyes and winked—the femme fatale until the end. 


     Officers arrested Anna Avery for murder after the confession she’d made to her husband and after producing the gun that killed Ronald Marshall.  


     There was a ton of paperwork to be done with closing the case, but some of it could wait. Maude was exhausted. At ten o’clock she finally made it home. Her house was peaceful, and she went to bed soon after eating a frozen dinner.  


     The next morning, congratulations went all around the Cop Shop, but most of them were upstairs in the captain’s office, where the chief patted James Patterson on the back for busting two cases at once. Maude glanced over at Joe and mentioned hot dogs. It was one more day in the lives of homicide detectives. There was still work to be done, and both would be called on to testify at Anna Avery’s murder trial. That was down the road, though.  


     Wallace Avery was charged with a misdemeanor and made bond that night. Beyond what the law knew, he had been touched by the mob’s collector, who demanded payment for the diamonds. That was a heavy load to carry. Funny how people sometimes made a wrong turn, and veered into obscurity. In the meantime, it was over, and they could get back to other open cases, mainly the murder of Eve Devine  


    

      


    


  




  

     Chapter 15 


     The Philadelphia city cemetery was cool, even though beyond its borders the weather was extra warm for late August. A line of scarred headstones dating from the early twentieth century wasn’t really a line at all; it was more a child’s chalk drawing of hopscotch rectangles. Before backhoes and other dirt movers, men dug holes with shovels and pick to bury their loved ones. At the end of the ill-named row, where Ira Johnson, Preacher of the Word, 1876-1910 lay, a new section had been added. Belinda Ellen Page, the first in a multitude of others since, lay under square yards of glacial till and sandy loam. Her headstone was a simple one; she had never publicly displayed herself, a fact that Bill respected when he chose it. The words Wife and Mother appeared after her name, his concession of brevity to Belinda’s demand for privacy. 


     Leaves were falling already—some brown and gold had drifted down, gently kissing the soil. Bill squatted, a toothpick in his mouth, gazing down row after row of depressions in the soil. As far as the eye could see lay the graves of those who were once living flesh and blood, now only memories in someone’s mind. He missed her, but not as he had ten years ago. Belinda had been a pure soul who believed in happiness. Her last words before the morphine dulled her pain, and took her from his life, were for him. She insisted he put their life together aside, and find another love.  


     “Don’t forget me; just don’t make me a household god.” He could still hear the words she spoke, her voice hoarse from the oxygen. Even dying, she had been a champ with a sense of humor. 


     “Hon, the reason I’m out here today,” he said hesitantly, “I need to tell you what I aim to do. There’s someone I met who makes me feel like living again, the first time since you left me. Her name is Maude, and she’s spunky as hell. She would be your best friend if it was me there and you here. She’s a good one. Mean as a bulldog when the need is there, but mushy underneath. She’s suffered some, more than any I’ve known, except maybe you. Hell, this is hard for me, but I want you to know what we had was the finest life could have offered and I don’t ever expect to replace you. Maude wouldn’t want that anyway, she has her own to remember.   


     “I’m not saying goodbye, I’m saying I loved you, and I still do, but you were right. I need love today. Not just a memory of it.”  


     A smell of flowers on warm wind blew across Belinda’s grave, almost as if she approved. 


     The next day Bill made arrangements to head to Texas for a few days of vacation. He had told his son about his intentions, not knowing what to expect. 


     “Dad,” Billy Roy said, “go get her if she makes you happy. You do Mom an injustice by not living your life, by staying alone. If Susan doesn’t understand, she’ll come around.” 


     Susan, his youngest child, had loved her mother fiercely and was devastated when Belinda died of ovarian cancer. She never got over it and didn’t look kindly on any woman who might try to take her mother’s place. Bill didn’t argue, simply stated his plans for the future, adding he loved her and hoped she could understand his loneliness.  


     He called the airport and made a reservation, intending to begin his life anew. 


    

      


    


  




  

     Chapter 16 


     About eight o’clock Friday night, that same week of the Avery bust, Maude’s phone rang, waking her from a sound sleep in her favorite chair. Grappling with the receiver of the landline, she finally managed to answer before being disconnected. It was Bill Page, saying hello and he intended to make a trip to Texas, if that was okay. Maude told him to come on down, and they could sip a few Cokes or a cup of coffee together. He got really quiet for a minute.  


     “Have you stopped guzzling gin?” he asked softly. “Beer too?” 


     “Yep, all of it. Think you can stand me sober?” 


     “I think I’d like to try,” he said, a grin in his voice. “Be something different. Maybe you’ll remember me the next morning.” 


     “Dang you, Bill. Hurry up and get here. You flying in?”  


     “Be there at ten o’clock tomorrow. Don’t have to be back till Thursday. Think you can put up with me that long?” 


     “Sure, but what will you do while I’m working?” 


     “Thought I’d borrow your pickup and scout out some jobs down there. Get to know some of the places might be hiring in the spring.” 


     “I’m waiting now. Be there to get you. Maybe bring some breakfast, we’ll go to the park.” 


     “I’d rather go back to your place, if you get my drift?” 


     “I do so, Bill, and I couldn’t agree more. Ten o’clock. Can’t wait.” 


     “Till then, goodnight, Maudie-girl. I’ll be thinking of you when I snuggle with my pillow.” 


     “Night, Bill,” she said, lingering on the phone after the connection went dead. 


     The next morning Maude was up early, drank a pot of coffee, and read the Big Book. She noticed how much better mornings were when she rose sober. He head was clear, and the lines of exhaustion in her face had faded. She was darn glad for the new haircut and color; it made her feel younger, prettier. She blushed, thinking she might be considered pretty. Handsome was a better word for a woman her age. Still, she knew she looked better. Some of the old boys at the Cop Shop had been eying her lately. She thought maybe there was something on her face, until one of them winked. Probably has two ex-wives, and a mistress, but on the lookout for new stuff. Even so, Maude had to admit it was flattering. She hoped Bill noticed and liked the new look. 


     The airport was twenty miles away, and she left in plenty of time to pick up breakfast before the plane arrived. Sitting in her truck, she noticed the people coming and going from the gate. One grabbed her attention. It was Buzzcut. She’d know his blond hair and round glasses anywhere. He headed toward short-term parking, and she followed at a distance, not forgetting the craftiness of the man. It wouldn’t do for him to see her. The car he picked up was a rental, obviously left there for him. She wrote down the name of the agency and the license. Meanwhile, Bill’s plane was due in, and she had to go back to curb pick up where she’d told him to meet her. Hoping against hope Bill was there and they could follow the car, she drove quickly, back to the curbed area, and motioned Bill over. He threw his bag inside the bed and was about to lean over and kiss her when she yelled, “Fasten your seatbelt. I’ll get that kiss in a little while.” 


     Zooming out of the mainstream of airport traffic toward short-term parking, she glimpsed the taillights of a car that looked like the one Buzzcut had gone toward. It was gray, an Acura, very new and stylish. Nothing but the best for Dawson’s henchman, she thought. 


     Bill sat buckled in, admiring the scenery that zipped by him, content to ride with his girl. He glanced over and whistled, just then noticing her new look. 


     “Damn, you look good, Maude. What did you do? Oh hell, I don’t want to know. Just keep doing it. You’re gorgeous.” 


     Her face was red, she could tell. The blush heated all the way to her forehead. She looked across for a minute and smiled, thanking him before putting her eyes back on the road. 


     “This fellow we’re chasing, is he a dangerous sort?” Bill asked, leaning back in the seat, his eyes on Maude. 


     “He’s the one who kidnapped Lilly Ann last fall. Works for the scumbag who killed those women, and cut out their hearts.” 


     “Oh, I remember him—Dawson—the one who shot you. I thought he was comatose, little more than a vegetable.” 


     “So did we, but he’s alert and playing it cool. Up to some of his tricks.” She began to tell Bill about the hole in the ground behind her house and the elaborate way it was set up. 


     “Well, I’ll be damned. You be careful with him, Maude. Psychos are apt to change their plans in the middle of carrying out one. They tend to think by the minute sometimes.” 


     “Not Dawson,” she said, glancing over at Bill. “Dawson is committed.” 


     “So you think this fellow you’re chasing is in cahoots with Dawson, and if you catch him he’ll give something away?” 


     “Something like that. I just wish I knew what he had in mind. I believe he had all to do with Eve Devine’s murder, but there are those who would laugh at me and say I’m focused on a helpless man. Maybe they’re right in one way—I’m focused on him after seeing his face in the hospital. Before that, I was of the belief our troubles with him were over.” She hit her brakes for a minute and skidded around a curve in the pursuit of the gray Acura. “Like now, it wouldn’t surprise me to know he’s playing a little game. Knew I was going to pick you up this morning and sent Buzzcut here to up the ante. But that would mean he had a way into my home phone. So how would he do that?” 


     “Have you had any telephone work done at the house lately? Or anyone doing work while you were gone?” Bill asked the questions he would have asked anyone suspicious of their privacy being compromised. 


     “None that I can remember,” she said, puzzled by the question. “Wait, why didn’t I think of that? It’s easy to do. Just run some wires and set up a listening device. Funny, when it’s your own place, you don’t think it would happen.” 


     “Yes, ma’am, easy as that. They just need access to your phone line. We can check when we get to your house. If you think someone is playing with you, it would be a good place to start looking.” 


     Maude thought about what Bill had said as she continued to follow Buzzcut. Suddenly, the Acura turned off the freeway onto a ramp, and she quickly caught the next one, determined to stay on his tail. After exiting the main road, a one-way service road took over, leading her to an old part of town where the Catholic cemetery dated back two hundred years. The service road narrowed, then became graveled roadway with signs pointing to the entry of the burial grounds. 


     “What the heck is going on?” she asked, busy looking for a turnaround. “I’d forgotten about this road.” The cemetery office lay straight ahead, after a slight turn to the left. There was no sign of the Acura. They drove a little farther, and saw it parked on the side of the small road dividing the grounds of the facility. Easing up to automobile, Maude kept her eyes on the driver. A young woman with wildly curled hair sat smoking a cigarette, her eyes on the road. Maude pulled the snap on her holster and got out of the truck. The girl did nothing more; she simply sat and smoked. 


     “Who are you, and where is the driver of this car?” Maude said, standing next to the window. Her weapon was in easy reach, but the girl appeared to be harmless. She had her hands intentionally visible. 


     “Vera Miller. That’s who I am, and I’m the driver. What do you want?” The girl didn’t seem sure of herself, even when she acted as though she was being harassed. 


     Maude showed her identification and asked again about the driver. The girl insisted she had driven the car there. Bill stepped up and looked in the car. “How much did he pay you to drive here?” he said, smiling into the girl’s eyes. 


     “Fifty bucks. But I don’t know who he was. Someone handed me an envelope with instructions and money. It was in passing as I left school today. The university. I needed the money,” she said pleadingly. “I’m a student.” 


     “Is this your car?” Bill asked. 


     The girl shook her head. “No, I picked it up in the garage outside school.” 


     Maude walked to the front of the car and read the license plate. It was different from the other car. Somewhere along the way, Buzzcut had slipped away. It was all planned, from the first to the last. 


     “You need to get out of the car and call someone to come and get you,” Maude said. “We’ll be in touch with the rental agency. Meanwhile, you need transportation.” 


     Maude took the girl’s information and told her she could go, but if they needed her later, she would be called. She also advised the girl of the foolishness of taking jobs without knowing who was paying her wages. By that time, the driver was properly frightened and called her parents.  


     “Bill,” she said as they waited for the tow truck, “what did I do to get this fellow on my heels?” 


     “Just lucky, I guess,” he said, grinning. “Looks like I came at a good time.” 


     “I’m ready to go home, make a pot of coffee, and have you tell me how gorgeous I am. Maybe then I’ll tell you about a case we just finished.” 


     When they arrived at Maude’s house, she began searching for signs someone had tampered with the phone lines. They had already come to an agreement—say nothing that would tell anyone that Maude was onto them. The house showed no signs of anyone there that day, but looking back, she believed it was done when the big hole was filled in on Sunday. They’d had plenty of time to do what was needed. She searched and found the invoice for work completed by the landscape company, a company she had dealt with before. Stepping outside, Maude carried her cell phone, and spoke to the manager of the company. She asked if he’d had a new employee come to her house on Sunday, and he remembered one of his guys had called in sick. A work force man showed up and took his place. She told him there was a possibility someone had been in her house that day, and if so, he was responsible for bringing an unknown person onto her property. 


     Admitting to his fault, the manager said if it was true, he would like to make it up to her with a free mower service the next couple of times her grass got tall. She grudgingly agreed, and said she would confirm with him if it had happened, that it would mean changing locks on her house and he could pay for that. There was no way of knowing if the man had broken in, or used a key.  


     By the time she went back into the house, Bill was standing at the kitchen counter, pouring two cups of coffee. Beside his cup lay two small devices. He indicated they came from her phones. Taking their coffee outside, they sat down on the porch and discussed the meaning of the listening devices and what should happen next. 


     “You must have really upset this man—he’s trying to stay one step ahead of you. I don’t think you should let him know what we found. That hole in your yard was to piss you off and take your mind off his real purpose, to get someone in the house.” 


     Bill was disturbed for Maude and wanted to help, but there was little he could do. As an employee of another state’s police force, he had no jurisdiction in her town. But he could advise. That made him happy enough, if he could help. That night, though, belonged to them. He didn’t intend to share it with anyone else. 


     “Tell me about the drinking, Maude, so I can know firsthand what you had to go through.”  


     For the next couple of hours, they sat like old friends, talking through her abuse of gin over the years, and how it had come to her to quit. She was embarrassed to admit it, but not so badly she wanted to keep it to herself. That was the thing about her relationship with Bill. She felt she could tell him anything but goodbye, and he would understand. 


     “As for me,” Bill said after she was finished telling, “I’ll do whatever it takes to support your efforts. Drinking is a pastime with me that comes and goes. I don’t rely on it much, so it isn’t something I can’t do without. I don’t intend to take your problem as mine, because it isn’t, but I’m here all the way.” 


     She thanked him, and said she liked his attitude and would depend on it. Her meetings had to come into a daily life, and so as long as he understood, they should be okay. Bill nodded and gave her a sympathetic look. 


     “I have a few friends who would understand. Police work encourages the letdown that alcohol allows. It helps to put things in perspective, that life is not all about the criminal element. It’s about living with your family or people who love you. Like me.” He ducked his head when he said the last part, as if, to admit he might love her, Maude might think him weak. 


     She reached out a hand and touched his face, smiling into his eyes. 


     “That’s just about the nicest thing I’ve ever heard anyone say, Bill Page. I had begun to think I was unlovable before I met you.” She wrapped both arms around his neck and snuggled, enjoying the shaded coolness of the porch overhang. “Doesn’t change a thing, but it’s good to hear you say it.”  


     The locksmith came around 2:30 and changed the key locks on all three doors, front, back, and garage entry. Bill put the devices back in the phone after Maude decided to use them against the listener. It wouldn’t be the first time a thing like that was done, just the first time in her own home. She often sat amazed at the changes in the world around her, the lengths criminals would go to steal paintings, the artwork of masters who would never have agreed to such a fuss. Or they used sophisticated stethoscopes and broke into safes, where diamonds and gold commingled with precious colored stones, where coin collections amounted to much more than the value printed upon their silver and gold faces. Little machines made of tiny microphones and sending units—how did they come up with such miracles for the criminal mind? She supposed it wasn’t only criminals who used them, after all—the government of, by, and for the people had been committing similar acts upon its citizens for decades. 


     Funny how fast the weekend flew by, she thought, showering on Monday morning, after the alarm buzzed her awake. Bill’s presence in the house was comforting and wonderful, a light reaching into all her dark thoughts. The animal stayed docile while Bill was there to touch her, and reassure all would be well. Water from the hated showerhead washed away tears of gratitude. Old woman tears, she thought. I’m feeling my age. Loneliness was harder to bear as the years passed, leaving more behind than there were ahead. For a great period of life Maude had believed she was set apart from such things. She denied the emptiness at the end of the day, when there was none to listen or speak, except for the sound of her own voice. She had believed there was no love for Maude Rogers. 


     Bill was sitting on the edge of the bed, sipping his first cup of coffee. He grinned at her as she worked the blow dryer, styling her hair. Bless him, she thought, he doesn’t ruin the morning with useless chatter. Soon she was ready to go, her dark red blazer left to put on over the rest of her clothing. Mondays were sometimes hard days, finishing off work left from Fridays, or writing any kind of report that happened over the weekend. Maude needed to play the Dawson situation very close, avoiding any outside agency’s involvement. Also, she might be called paranoid by her coworkers if the word got out she thought the maniac was alert, and planning chaos again.  


     They sat on the porch, enjoying the early morning air, the sounds of morning birds chirping all around. Feeders with millet and sunflower seeds brought them in, just as the copious amounts of food appealed to day-foraging squirrels and raccoons visiting at night. Bill had offered to trap the big-eyed marauders and drop them off at the animal shelter, but Maude didn’t mind feeding them. Still, the first time they dumped trash from the receptacles left outside would be the day she pulled the live trap out of the shed. 


     “Time for me to go,” she said, rising from the chair. “Lots to do today—cleanup from the weekend.” 


     “I know,” Bill said sadly, “it’s a long time till five o’clock when I see you again.” 


     “Where are you going? Got it planned out?” she asked, finishing the morning cigarette. She smoked outside, not in the house, and was pleased with the clean smell of the air in her home. Not like the old days when she puffed unfiltereds continuously. Her whole house back then had reeked of stale smoke. Now she couldn’t believe the difference in her smoke-free home. Someday maybe the last four cigarettes would go, but for now, she wasn’t interested in hurting any more. 


     “Think I’ll go to the criminal justice building and pick up an application. Who knows, might be some interesting work for a retired cop. Besides, I would see you more if I stayed in Madison.” 


     Maude didn’t know she’d been holding her breath while he was talking, but there at the end of his sentence, she swallowed hard, and breathed at the same time. Bill close by. What the heck, life could be more fun with him around all the time.  


     “See you later. Good luck on your hunt,” she said, and kissed his cheek. 


     “Hold up,” he said quickly, and gave her a kiss on the lips. “Try this one on for size. You’ll be more likely to remember me throughout the day.” 


     She laughed at his antics and went for the door. Turning back, her face was serious.  


     “We have to line something up for our telephone pals,” she said. “I intend to work on it today. Also, I need to bring Joe and the captain in on the recent happenings. If you have any brilliant ideas today, call me. You know how,” she said, closing the door behind her. 


     Joe was waiting for her at the apartment, his mug of coffee transferred to a carry cup. Climbing in the car, he commented, “From the looks of your face, you had a good weekend.” 


     “I did, a really fun weekend with a little work involved.” She relayed the part about the airport, Buzzcut and his game of hide-and-seek, the girl, and, finally, the bug in the phone.  


     Joe turned serious and said, “I’m not sure what we ought to do next. The profile for killers like Robert Dawson doesn’t fit with tracking you, unless he intends to do something to impress. I saw the expression on his face in the hospital. He was pleased at having his nemesis close by. That by no means should make you think he won’t harm you, even kill you given the opportunity. The man is a bad dude. Oh yeah,” he said offhandedly, “if that was him listening in on your phone call to Bill, he now knows the man is important to you. That makes him a target.” 


     “It will please me if he tries something. Bill is capable of taking care of himself. Probably the only way we’re going to catch him is if he comes after us. The minute I’m sure he’s playing possum and I can prove it, all his privileges are gone and there’ll be no visitors except by phone. And if he had to do with Eve Devine’s murder, he’s looking at the needle. By the way, Joe,” she said, glancing toward him, “you did good work with the Avery case. As your partner, I appreciate the way you had my back.” 


     “You’re welcome—besides, that’s what partners do.” 


     “Indeed it is,” she said, watching the road. So much goodwill and sweet words had gone down during the morning that Maude began to wonder if there was someone else living her life. Even the animal was quiet and still. Still, a bead of worry had lodged itself in her brain. Bill had become very important to her. The further thought of losing him was more than she could consider. 


     Monday morning started a new week. Whatever was accomplished last week didn’t matter. What counted were the outstanding cases waiting on their desks. Police work was that way; there was no time to wear a crown of laurels from a win. It was always one step forward, and two back in solving crimes. Maude liked the constant busyness of her job. The justice wheels were slogged down by criminal events, waiting for dispensation from juries and judge, but never so overloaded one more couldn’t be added. Being a cop of any kind had its follow-up, with recordkeeping, evidence storage, and witness location. Then there were appearances before judges, where defense lawyers did their best to belittle the evidence and sensibilities of the arresting officers—all in the name of justice and client rights. It was never-ending, but she loved it.  


    

      


    


  




  

     Chapter 17 


     Ellen Goodbody’s home was her sanctuary. Once she opened and closed the front door after returning from work, seldom was it reopened until forty-five minutes before her shift. A woman living alone had to be very careful; she never knew what might pounce upon her, if the door was accidentally left ajar. Between shifts at the hospital, sleep was possible only if her right hand lay wrapped tightly around what she described her “utmost protection,” and the left was clenched and ready for quick response. She missed her sister, and thought if Deen still lived in the house they could take care of one another. Safety in numbers had always been a good policy. Being around Daddy those years after he went bananas from his own doing was a learning time for Ellen. Besides the smell thing, she had developed a crackerjack response to the heebie-jeebies that followed behind one of the “bad ones.” They could walk across the top of mirrored floor tile, gliding on the balls of rotten-smelling feet, bypassing casual folk, but never past Ellen. Oh no, with her eyeballs glued to their jibbing and jabbing shoulders, she watched for any hostile or aggressive move from the evildoers. Ellen Goodbody intended to live another day. 


     There were things happening on twenty-two, things that worried Ellen. She wished one of her supervisors gave a darn about her worries, but they didn’t. Too much work, and too few workers, kept the little bosses hopping, helping the nurses with pill call. The dining room was another matter; a riot could easily start there if anyone went off. Doctor Walker Milstein, the director of the whole shebang, believed inmates who were conscious and ambulatory must practice socialization. In other words, they had to be taken to the dining room for meals. The scuzziest, most dangerous people in the hospital had to sit together and play nice. Ellen held her breath each mealtime until the last door slammed shut when it was over. She always said a little prayer of gratitude when the lock turned.  


     Number 55 was an old man of about eighty, who had been already been incarcerated for twenty years, after handcuffing his wife to their marriage bed, and setting fire to her new sheets. A retired fireman, he had obtained a set of cuffs and an accelerant capable of remote ignition. Some sex toys said to belong to his wife, Mabel, were found on the bed, melted together, with one of them showing a loose connection in the tiny wiring system. A strong spark had burned through the plastic, and spread to fine Egyptian cotton. It was her favorite pink cylinder as the culprit. The handcuffs were assigned to a law enforcement officer formerly of Colorado, whom 55 had intended to accuse of an affair with his wife. All would have surely gone smoothly, and the wrong man sent into the oblivion of prison, had not 55 gone nutso and returned early to the scene, where he began dancing around the house in the manner of wild Indians in cowboy movies. He whooped and hollered, lost in the world of arson, and abandonment of senses.  


     Each night 55 was escorted to dinner with others from his floor. He had difficulty walking with ankle chains attached, but rules were rules, even for an inmate who had passed his eightieth birthday. The sight of even the tiniest spark sent the octogenarian into spasms.  


     “It’s guilt,” a nurse once said, “guilt and fear of hellfire, where the old man is headed for burning his wife to death.”  


     That Tuesday night—spaghetti night in the dining room—Doctor Ponder, who was strictly in charge of 73, but new to the facility, and unaware of 55’s affectation, reached in his pocket and removed a small flashlight he often used to stare into the eyes of his patients. One end was a standard flashlight, but on the other was a tiny red beam used by educators to highlight certain items on a whiteboard. As bad luck would have it, Doctor Ponder shined the red light into the eyes of a noisy patient, and accidentally flashed the red dot on 55’s arm. The table shimmied and shook as the startled pyromaniac moaned and rose from his chair, pushing away from the table as he slapped at the red light playing across his skin. A full-scale inmate happening began then. Previously docile men, old and young, began attacking the table, believing it to be the nemesis of their dreams. Plastic plates and cutlery were sent to the floor, with scattered green beans and spaghetti washing the shining tile. Two nurses slipped and fell, staining white uniforms with red tomato sauce. The other inmates, who up until that moment had remained calm, went into convulsions at the sight of what they believed to be blood on their caretakers.  


     Nurse Goodbody was on duty at the time, removing soiled linen from a recently vacated bed. The wing where she was located sprang off the main dining room a few yards away. She heard the commotion, and immediately began running toward the groping group in the left quadrant of the serving area, nearest the kitchen. When she arrived, there was a mess of red sauce on most of the screaming crazies (as she described it later), and poor number 55 lay unconscious after being hit by a falling chair. The melee was difficult to bring under a calm umbrella, but Ellen was experienced in chaos control, and soon had everyone in their places. 


     Doctor Ponder observed from afar the efficiency of the nurse, and determined that whatever sorry mess came out of the dining room incident, he wanted Nurse Goodbody assigned to him, and his practice in the hospital. Later, after the floor was shining again and all traces of the disruption gone, Ellen’s nurse supervisor called her to the office and grumblingly explained Ellen’s assignment was changing immediately to day shift as specialty nurse. 


     Lucky Ellen, as she began thinking of herself, didn’t realize that in the group she was assigned to care for was Number 73, Robert Dawson, the murderer who knew she knew. Had she been aware of Doctor Ponder’s patient log at the moment of assignment, her dance card might have been lessened by one. Even so, the news was exciting, and long in coming. Ellen Goodbody had finally achieved status.  


     The next morning when she arrived at work, congratulations circled around the nurses’ section, and all the licensed vocational nurses were happy for her. But the registered nurses, the ones who had gone the long way through college, were not at all happy at Ellen’s promotion. For that’s what it amounted to—more money, and better days off—when you received stardom as a doctor’s assistant. From that moment on, she began to feel her years as a grunt hadn’t been wasted. It was only later, after walking the floor with Doctor Ponder, that Ellen grew uneasy. Inmate 73 lay in catatonic state as they approached the cell, never acknowledging her presence, except for a slight movement above his right eye. The doctor sent her to the pharmacy to retrieve medications, just as he had done with the previous nurse. Number 73 didn’t allow anyone except the doctor to attend to his needs. Of course, no one but his doctor knew the level of consciousness in Dawson. That knowledge provided the Porsche Carrera in the parking lot outside the building. Doctor Ponder was bought and paid for. 


     Nurse Goodbody was reluctant to go, but even more reluctant to stay in the same room with the maniac she and the detective had talked about. His overpowering odor that morning was strong, coming through the doorway as the guard let the doctor enter. Not that anyone else would have noticed it, but Ellen certainly did. She shivered then, headed for the pharmacy, determined to do her duties, as was expected. 


    

      


    


  




  

     Chapter 18 


     Maude kissed Bill on the cheek, glad to see him when she returned home from work. 


     “Find anything interesting today?” she asked, removing the badge from her pocket. A quick trip to the bathroom and she was done. Meanwhile, Bill was at the table, going through the want ads of the paper.  


     “Not much—a security job, but it was a little too far to drive today,” he said with a smile. “Good to see my favorite girl.” 


     “If you’re talking to me, I would remind you it’s been many a day since I was a girl.” 


     “Maude, you’re my girl. I think you always will be.”  


     She blushed, a habit of hers around Bill, and headed to the coffeepot. “Think I’ll brew a few cups. How about it? Want to sit on the porch and spoon?” 


     Looking up again from the newspaper, Bill nodded slowly. He was not accustomed to so much free time. Maude’s cell phone rang as she was about to say something about her day.  


     “Hello, how can I help you?” she said, not recognizing the number. 


     “Detective, this is Ellen Goodbody. You told me to call if anything at the hospital changed. Well, it has, and I thought you should know.” 


     “What’s happened, Ellen?” she said, measuring the coffee, half decaffeinated and half regular. 


     “As of this morning, I’m assisting Doctor Ponder. That means I’ll be seeing more of 73. He recognized me this morning, even though I was outside the bars. Doctor Ponder sent me to the pharmacy, took me away from the room, for which I was glad. I think he’ll try to fix me up someday, 73, that is. Just letting you know.” 


     Stopping in the middle of measuring a spoonful, Maude said, “Can you get out of the assignment?” 


     “Not without losing my job. If I tell the doctor an inmate gives me the willies, he might not want me. I need the work, so can’t do that. I’ll have to take precautions, somewhat like wearing gloves around infections.” 


     “That’s fine, Ellen, but don’t do anything foolish. Your life is worth more than that scumbag.” 


     Ellen giggled. The sound was strange; she seldom laughed at anything. She liked the detective who spoke straight and didn’t beat around any bushes. 


     “I’ll take no chances, detective. My word is my bond. I know his type. Goodbye now.” Ellen disconnected the phone, as Maude stood wondering what the nurse had in mind. 


     “Bill,” Maude said as she turned on the coffeemaker. “We’ll have coffee in three minutes. That okay?” 


     “Uh-huh, be fine. You doing all right? You seemed worried on the phone.” 


     “Yeah, maybe I am.” She began to tell him Ellen Goodbody’s story, both what Ellen had told her and what the archives of police cases told her. The family had had a black cloud around them, and Ellen was smack in the middle of the darkness. “I don’t know that much about her, but she seems stable. Hard to tell. That much grief had to have affected her. Maybe working in the hospital with her father helped her to live with it.” 


     “Best check in with her every now and then. If your buddy has her number, it can’t be good. Got any ideas yet about how to catch a phone spy?” 


     “Working on it, but nothing solid yet. I called Lilly Ann and warned her to call only on my work phone. She wanted to know why, so I told her. I worry that she might want to get involved because of Buzzcut. She wants to spit in his face. Something like that. When we catch him, he’ll do time for kidnapping her, but it might not be enough for my niece.” 


     Bill laughed, putting his feet up in the shade of the porch. “Sounds like her Aunt Maude.” 


     “She does resemble me in some ways.” 


     “Lucky girl if she looks like you.” 


     Maude could feel the heat rising again in her face. Bill’s compliments were sweet music to a deprived soul. “Thank you, Bill, but don’t get too sugary. You’ll catch flies.” 


     “How you doing with the gin?” he asked softly. “Think you can hold out?” 


     She thought about it a minute then answered truthfully: “I’m trying. Sometimes it calls me when I’m sound asleep. I’ll wake up and want a drink so bad it hurts. But it gets better every day. Some days are better than others. The meetings help a lot.” 


     The next morning, the job started busily. Reports were back from the lab on Eve Devine’s body parts. The picture was complete. Cause of death was trauma from the removal of her heart. There were also traces of morphine found in her arteries.  


     “Evidently,” Joe told Maude, “the perpetrator put her out of her misery before the…surgery. Most of the liquid on the floor of the house was blood, her blood, some was…um…other body liquids. ‘Technicians found strands of cotton rope attached to a kitchen chair. The victim’s blood was on the rope.’” Joe hesitantly read the last part, saddened by the brutalization of the woman, and said, “Don’t they ever stop? Why the torture? Why not just kill her and get it over with?” 


     “This is your field, Joe. If you can’t understand it, there’s no way I could ever convince you the truth of it,” Maude replied, looking over the report. “But fact is, I don’t believe there’s a shred of conscience in this killer. Which is why I can’t stop thinking it’s Dawson. I should have killed him when I had the chance. Maybe one more woman would be alive.” 


     Joe looked around the office and then nodded. “Careful, partner—I know you don’t mean it, but maybe some don’t.” 


     “Yeah, Joe, this job is no more or less than cleaning up behind the worst scum in the world. If I knocked off every one I found, there’d be two to take their places. Besides, no one made me a judge of mankind. I’ll do my job. By the way, any news on that jackhammer? Do we know where it came from?” 


     “Uh-huh, but you aren’t going to like this part. Brady’s Hardware sold it about three months ago to a construction crew working on the I-59 overpass. Company said it and some shovels went missing. Been about two weeks. They put it down to someone inside, because it was locked up at night with the other stuff. The worker who had the keys quit the same day. They haven’t seen him since.” 


     “Yes, and I’ll bet his description fits the man who got into my house. Any prints on the machine?” 


     “Here’s where we get lucky,” Joe said. “One palm print was near the bottom. Looks like it got overlooked when it was wiped.” 


     Maude put down the report and exhaled. “About time.” 


     “Don’t know,” Joe said, reading, “maybe. Guy’s name is Sammy Green. Five ten, shaved head, brown eyes. Pink scar on his chin all the way across the jaw. Been in and out of jail since he turned seventeen. Texas Department of Criminal Justice for assault, deadly weapon. Beat the crap out of his girlfriend with a piece of PVC pipe. Got the scar recently in prison, but no added extra charges. Spent three years, paroled for three. His mother is next of kin, Lois Martinez, 2329 Cardinal, east side of town. Sounds like Mama married out of the Green family.” 


     “I hope Mama is better than the kid she raised,” Maude said, standing. “Let’s go see her. I’ll drive. Give me something to do with my hands.” 


     Joe chuckled, admiring the way his partner was holding to her decision to stay off the gin. Since she had given it up, he had been looking at his own drinking habits and had already cut back. “Pay me now or pay me later” meant he could save himself a bucket of hurt if he never got into the place where Maude had found herself. She had to change habits grown old along with her. He only hoped it was soon enough to extend her life. God, he’d hate to hear of anything bad happening to her. Funny, he thought, who would have believed he could become so fond of Maude Rogers. She was more than a partner—she was a friend. 


     Cardinal Street backed up to a dry creek bed used as a dump ground for people lower than white trash. Wrecked out refrigerators, air conditioners stripped of copper wiring and usable parts, recliners no longer sitting upright, and all manner of refuse clogged the shallow bottom of Boca Creek. The residents of Cardinal Street made it their business to stay away from that half-mile of overgrown creek bottom, where members of a skuzzy teenage gang often hid from the cops. The Rajas were young and upwardly motivated toward big jail, and the Texas penal system. Maude had been introduced to the youngsters several times as the lead players changed, and made their mark committing petty crimes. She had made an acquaintance or two who were still out of jail, thanks to her influence in the county attorney’s office.  


     One of the Rajas she knew well enough to find at his mother’s place near Boca Street, the long stretch of potholed pavement and brick duplexes managed by the Madison Housing Project. Boca Street ran north to south, beginning where the curve of the creek bed changed directions, and extending several miles until it eventually died out as it neared downtown. Pauly De Luca was not quite seventeen, an in-and-out visitor to juvie hall since he was ten years old. His old man took off when Pauly was three, and though they never heard from the louse after that, the boy didn’t forget him. Needing a hero, Pauly pumped up the image of his father, believing the old man must have died, else he would have returned and taken the boy with him. 


     The detectives drove to the De Luca’s house and pulled Pauly out, questioning him about the newest parolee in the neighborhood. Although the young man wasn’t a paid snitch, he owed the detective, and often gave her bits of information on the local criminal element. Maude had a reasonable amount of faith that the young gang member knew what went on near his home. 


     “Detective Rogers, what do you want?” Pauly was nervous as always when he was questioned by the cops. 


     “Good morning, Pauly. Nice day, huh? We’re looking for a fellow, new in town, maybe four, six months. Just out of TDCJ. Sammy Green. Know him?” she asked, keeping her eyes busy, seeing everything around her. The neighborhood wasn’t cop-friendly. 


     “Nah, never heard of him. Gotta go, detective,” he said, beginning to close the door. 


     “Detective Rogers asked you a question that deserves a little more consideration,” Joe said, wedging his foot in the door. “Want to rethink your answer, or would you rather ride downtown with us?” 


     Sullen and unhappy with the cops being at his door, Pauly let them inside, where his mother sat in a beat-up love seat, drinking a glass of something resembling tea. The woman nodded at both detectives then continued watching a program on television.  


     “So okay, yeah, about six months ago, dude brought his woman over to Cardinal, moved in with his old lady. Tats from the joint, big, long scar across his face, shaved head, not my kind of people. Tried to muscle his way into some local business, but the boys stopped him. Heard he knew someone with money.” 


     “Did you have dealings with him, Pauly?” Maude asked. 


     “Nah, he was looking for bigger stuff.” 


     “How about the woman he brought with him?” 


     “Her? She’s fine. Too hot for that skinhead.” 


     “They still around?” Joe asked. 


     “Dunno. They don’t run in my circles.”  


     Driving away from Pauly’s house, Joe glanced at Maude and said, “Think he’s telling the truth?” 


     “Part of it. He knows more about Green than he told us. I think he was a little scared of him. Green’s been where Pauly will eventually wind up.” 


     “Yeah,” Joe said, “no doubt about that. Just a matter of time.” 


     The house at 2329 Cardinal had been neglected, as had most of the houses around it. Both windows on the east side had cracked glass panes and were missing screens. The roof was asphalt and old, some of the pieces, having fallen from the front eaves, lay along the drip-line. An old rocking chair with broken slats sat toward the end of a small porch, where two cats vied for position on the seat cushion. Trash had accumulated along the front of the house. A few Pepsi cans and a KFC carryout lay near the outgoing trash. Maude knocked on the door then stepped back, away from the line of sight inside. She knocked again quickly and stood waiting.  


     Finally, nodding to Joe to go around back, she beat on the door with her fists and called out, “Police. Sammy Green, I need to talk to you.”  


     There was rustling inside the house, and the sound of running footsteps could be heard through the single-pane windows. Maude yelled again then kicked at the door, hoping to slow down the runner. In less than a minute, the front door opened, and an elderly woman with still-dark hair stood there, her eyes red as though from crying. 


     “Hello, I’m Lois Martinez. This is my home. What can I do for you?” 


     “Mrs. Martinez, I’m Maude Rogers, and my partner Joe Allen is at your back door. We’re homicide detectives. I wonder if we could come in. We’re looking for your son and his girlfriend.” 


     “Lois, call me Lois. I’m not married. Green was my married name.” The woman seemed distracted, not wanting to give up any real information, yet letting the detectives know she was willing to cooperate. “Yes, come in. Sammy isn’t here. Lola, his girlfriend, is asleep. Should I wake her?” 


     “No, that’s all right,” Maude said. “I can do it myself. Where is she?”   


     Lois Martinez motioned with her head toward the bedroom to the left. Maude walked softly, pulling her weapon as she grew close to the door. Turning the knob, she discovered the inside was barred against entry.  


     “Open the door, Lola. My name is Maude Rogers, and I’m a homicide detective. Make it easy on yourself. Right now all I have are questions.” 


     Maude heard skittering in the room beyond, and she imagined the woman was trying to climb out the window. Maude went to the back door and yelled, “Joe, she’s going for the window. On your right.” 


     A few minutes later, the sounds of scuffling outside could be heard as Joe corralled the woman. He cuffed her and walked into the house with the woman ahead of him. 


     “She tried to run,” Joe said, pushing her toward Maude. 


     “Not very bright, Lola, if that’s your name,” Maude said, eying the woman’s dyed red hair. She knew enough about boxed colors to identify a dye job when she saw one. “Lola,” she continued, “you’ve got some serious explaining to do.” 


     “He made me do it. I didn’t want to—it was all Sammy’s fault. Him and that friend of his,” she said bitterly. 


     “It usually is someone else’s fault, Lola,” Maude said, sighing loudly. “I do so enjoy a criminal who takes blame for his own actions. Guess that’s a dying breed, though. Most everyone is looking for someone else to take the fall.” 


     “It is his fault,” Lola repeated loudly. 


     Lois spoke up: “Why, you piece of gutter trash. You’re as guilty as sin. Don’t go blaming Sammy for what you did yourself. You took that man’s money. I saw you standing out at the car, rubbing yourself all over him. Gutter trash, that’s what my Sammy brought home!” Lois Martinez was no easy mark. She spat in the girl’s face and stepped back. The fire in her eyes was Mama fire. Maude had seen it many times before. 


     “Easy, Lois. I’ve got a handle on this. We’ll take Lola downtown and question her. Never fear, she’ll tell us what we need to know. Meanwhile, where’s Sammy?” 


     “I…I don’t know. He left about three hours ago. He said he had…a job.”  


     “Your little skinhead boy has a job, all right. Someone else’s house to burglarize.” Maude stared at Lola, curious about a woman who lived with a man, but obviously had no respect for him. “I’ll tell you where he went, detective; he’s at a bar over on Chicon. Trying to get some courage.” 


     Lois dove for Lola, intent on shutting her up, and landed with her hands around the woman’s neck. She began choking her and they both fell to the floor, Lois on top.  


     “No-good gutter trash. Shut your mouth about my boy. I’ll kill you if I have to. You got no business saying things about Sammy.” Lois was still screaming as Joe pulled her off Lola.  


     “Call for transport, Joe, Lola is going downtown.” Maude shook her head over the violence before her. She understood the protective nature of Lois Martinez, but had no patience with it when the son had broken the law. She took a moment to explain to the woman that Sammy would receive fair treatment, but he would have to answer for his crimes. “Breaking into my house is something I don’t take kindly to, so hush it up.” 


     On the way to the Cop Shop, Maude asked Lola why she took the money if she didn’t want to break the law. The woman said she was forced, that Sammy said the man who hired him would kill them both if she didn’t go along. He said they knew too much about his business and were working with him or against him. Maude thought that the man’s words sounded like something Robert Dawson might say. He would be inclined to demand obedience, just as Dawson demanded it from him. 


     At the station, Lola was put in a soundproof room where both detectives questioned her about her part in a plan of deceit.  


     “Who’s the man you took money from?” Maude asked. 


     “I don’t know his name, he was someone Sammy knew. He said he met him in the joint two years ago and promised to look him up when he got out. When we came here from Houston, Sammy got in touch with his convict friend, told him he needed money. Sammy landed a job with a landscaper his friend knew, but it only lasted one day. That’s all he told me.” 


     Maude leaned back against the two-way mirror. She studied it for a minute, wondering if all station houses and police departments had the same kind of access to the secure room. It really wasn’t secure then, was it? 


     “Lola,” Maude said, turning back to the redhead. “I have a dozen people who can put you on the 6:10 train the day Eve Devine was killed. You pretended to be her, even down to talking to the ticket taker. I believe that something you said to him might have got him killed also. As far as I’m concerned, I have the killer and it’s you. Keep on denying your part, and that’s the way this story is going down. Maybe a good lawyer will get you off with life in prison and no parole, but I doubt it. More than likely you’re facing the needle. It’s a good thing we don’t have the electric chair anymore. I hear it was God-awful, the smell of flesh frying. The needle is quiet and lets you have some time to think about what’s going to happen. I’ll be outside writing this up.” She turned and started for the door, but Lola yelled out. 


     “Wait,” she screamed, “just wait a minute. I didn’t kill anyone. The man gave me money to buy a ticket and get on the train. All I had to do was say my name was Eve Devine when someone asked.” 


     “How did you get off the train without anyone seeing you?” Maude asked, sitting down again. Her knees were aching from standing, and the chair felt good under her. 


     “I took a wig with me and put it on in the bathroom after the train stopped. No one recognized me. Honest, detective, I didn’t know they were going to kill that woman. I never even saw her. He gave me five hundred dollars, more money than I’d seen in a while.” Lola began crying great, snuffling sobs that left Maude untouched. 


     “Who gave you money?”  


     “I…don’t know. He said his name was Stringer. Stringer Malone. He said I wouldn’t get in any trouble if I was caught.” 


     “Describe him for me,” Maude said, knowing the pale, blond man with blue eyes and small round glasses.  


     Lola described Buzzcut to a tee. She said the man paid her and Sammy separately. Sammy’s part was to be on the parking lot with a dog he’d borrowed from a neighbor. He pretended to be jogging as the train sat on the tracks. It all seemed like some kind of play to Lola. When she found out the woman she had been impersonating was killed, Lola said she had a fit and told Sammy she was going to the cops. He told her if she did, she was just as dead as the other woman. 


     “What could I do, detective? They had me tied up. There was nothing I could do.” Crying again, Lola shed enough tears to wet the collar on her blouse.  


     Maude was outside the room, observing her, wondering why women like Lola survived while others made of decent material had to die. She’d had a good friend once, a sweet girl who trusted the wrong man, and he killed her. Mercilessly, he had taken her life and all the innocence from the girl’s family. Maybe Lola Bankston was an innocent herself, but she’d had a choice. Eve Devine didn’t have one; nor did Mary Ellen, Maude’s friend who was murdered. They were both victims of the whims of a psychotic killer. 


     She gave her the crying woman time to compose herself then went back into the room. 


     “Lola, I have something you can do to help redeem yourself. If you do it, I’ll tell the district attorney you cooperated. Maybe he’ll be swayed to lessen your responsibility in the woman’s murder. Are you interested?” 


     “Interested? Yeah, I’m interested. What am I supposed to do?” 


     Maude told her then, in no uncertain terms, what had to be said, the emotion that must carry the words, and what would happen if it went the wrong way.  


     “Think on it, Lola. Get your words down pat. You only have one chance to do the right thing. In this case, someone has to pay for that woman’s murder. Is it going to be you?” 


     The rest of the day the detectives searched downtown bars for the ex-con, but he was nowhere to be found. Joe believed the man had left town, and they’d never see him again, but Maude felt differently. Lola was the drawing card; she held the fate of Sammy and Stringer Malone in her hands. Maude could only hope the woman played it straight with her. Toward five o’clock, regular quitting time, she went home, greeted Bill with a big, wet kiss, and proceeded to make ready for the fireworks that might come later. Bill was all in it with her, ready to do whatever it took. He considered it great fun. Maude saw it as necessary work to catch a criminal. She imagined if the shoe was on the other foot, working with Bill on one of his cases would be fun. 


     At 5:45, on the money, the house phone rang. Maude gave it a couple of extra rings to be sure of her listeners, then left the porch and Bill, to answer it. 


     “Hello,” she said, waiting. 


     “Detective, is this Detective Rogers?” Her voice was shaky, scared. 


     “This is Detective Rogers. How did you get my number? It’s unlisted.” 


     “The…uh…card you left with Lois Martinez. It has this number.” 


     “So, who are you?” Maude dragged it out, making sure. 


     “Lola Bankston; you met me there at the house. Sammy’s girlfriend.” 


     “Oh, yes, Ms. Bankston, what can I do for you?” 


     “I…uh…don’t want any trouble, but is there a reward for Sammy?” 


     “Not that I know of. Do you have some information?” 


     “Maybe, but it isn’t free.” 


     “Young lady, you’re skirting the law real close. If you know something about a crime, it’s your civic duty to tell it.” 


     “Maybe so, but I need money. If you want to know if Sammy had something to do with that woman’s death, you have to give me something for the information.” 


     “Lola, I need Sammy’s boss. Sammy is small potatoes. There might be some money for the big man. I’ll need proof.” Laying it on thick for the egocentric listener gave Maude some pleasure. She liked her revenge served a little cool. 


     “All right, but you have to protect me. He’s dangerous.” 


     “We can do that. Name the place you want to meet.” 


     “There’s a bar on Rio. Chesters. Tonight, ten o’clock. Bring the money. Oh, and come alone. If I see other cops, I’m sliding out the side door.” 


     “Just you and me, 10:00 o’clock tonight. I will bring as much money as I can.” Maude affirmed. 


     Sitting on the porch with Bill had become a ritual Maude enjoyed. She dreaded the next day, when he had to leave. He had found a couple of good prospects for spring when he retired, but it was time to get back home for now. Bill’s son would be leaving Philadelphia soon, and the grandkids would no longer be close by. He had no reason to stay in the northeast when they were gone.  


     “You think you’ll be able to live in the heat? Texas summers can be uncomfortable when you’ve never lived in them.” 


     Bill got up from his chair and walked out to the late-ripening peach tree. He pulled a couple pieces of fruit from a high branch and returned to her. “There are advantages to it. Like these Big Reds. And you.” 


     “I like you, Bill. More than I have ever liked anyone since Paul, my husband. I feel lucky we met.” 


     “Good Lord, Maude Rogers, did you just say something sweet to me?” He laughed and hugged her, kissing her with peach juice on his mouth. 


     “Yeah, I guess I did. Next thing you know I’ll be saving the whales. Hey, I have to go,” she said, licking her lips. “Want to ride along with me and Joe?” 


     “Thought you’d never ask,” he said. “Where we going?” 


     “A bar downtown. Going to do a little switcheroo. Got to go by the jail and pick up that woman, Lola Bankston. I hope it goes well. I’d sure hate it if she got hurt. Come along, I’ll fill you in on the way.” 


     “I’ll do what I can to help,” Bill said. 


    

      


    


  




  

     Chapter 19 


     Night came slowly on the twenty-second floor. Tall, sealed windows with tiny electronic bars sensitive to touch bordered the intake area, and further away, the dining room walled the west end. On certain nights the moon’s glow shone through the safety glass, haloing 73’s door, splintering reflected light from the highly shined floor tile. Overall, the appearance was one of tranquility. The chaotic behavior of mentally deranged men was soothed at night with pills, namely sleepers, tranquilizers, painkillers.   


     Robert Dawson had recently decided his days of being a number were about over. He was fully conscious at all times and tired to the bone of pretending to be otherwise. The kid, Bobby, had settled long ago, seldom raising his head to whimper and cry. When he did emerge as a turtle popping out from its shell, Ridge slapped him back inside, refusing to set free the sniveling part of their personality. The salesman, Dawson, was uncaring except for organization. He cataloged the must-haves necessary before they could leave the facility as a whole. Ridge was in control and wouldn’t back down for anyone. His desire for revenge and blood was strong, demanding release outside the hospital. The disorder that divided Robert Dawson into three distinct personalities was no longer controlled by medication. 


     Stringer Malone was a long lost cousin Ridge had met in Phoenix, someone needing money, willing to do whatever it took to load his bank account. Small and blond, he was the picture of innocence, able to disappear in places Ridge would have stood out. In the early days, when he first became aware of the hospital world, Ridge lay still, pretending to be out of it. The doctors had said he would never be more than a mass of tissue, with no functioning brain. Amazingly, he defied them, and began to heal. A heavy bank account bought silence from food staff, nurses, security guards—all of them people who came and went from the facility. A time or two, Ridge had ordered someone taken out, but never near the hospital. He wanted nothing to draw suspicion to himself. 


     The best man for hire was Stringer. He came at first request, needing money badly to repay some loans. No mob connections bound Stringer—he was a free agent drawn by the smell of money. Ridge had written the scenes when the nosy detective’s niece was kidnapped months earlier. He’d hoped it would keep the old lady busy and her mind off him. She was too damn smart. Worse, Bobby had always got in the way when Ridge was in a position to get rid of her. 


     Stringer played his part like a pro, even down to arranging all the business on the detective’s property. The phone line had them up to date on her movements, at least on the ones Ridge needed. He’d put one over her, making her wonder how things were done. Let her try and figure that out, he thought.  


     If only Hopkins hadn’t been killed in a traffic accident. The doc had been a useful player and would have been part of the final curtain. After that, Hopkins would have disappeared. Ridge’s way would have been much cleaner. He had learned to appreciate unmarred efficiency: a knife in the sternum, a bullet in the brain, or even simpler, apricot kernels in a vegetable salad. There was always an alibi for sale. Ridge Roberts knew his stuff.  


     He had a problem—the nurse on Ponder’s team. She knew about him; knew he was alert, knew he was capable of all things. What she lacked was proof, and so far the good doctor Ponder had diverted her away from Ridge’s room.  


     Doctor Ponder was aware of the three personalities in his patient and was excited by the presentation. Bobby, the child, Robert Dawson, the toilet salesman, and Ridge Roberts, the cunning, sly, and incredibly intelligent manipulator of the other two—all were at the fingertips of the physician. To have that experience, he would do whatever it took, even concealing a criminal from justice. A simple nurse offered not the slightest danger, nor was he concerned with ethics. His professional obligations to his patient came first, before all else. Except money, that really came first. He made quite the addition to 73’s team. 


     During the hot August evening, while Bill Page and Maude Rogers sat spooning on the back porch, waiting for the phone to ring, Stringer Malone was bored and bothered after surveilling the detective’s phone for hours at a time. In the past few days there hadn’t been a call, and he was getting antsy, a condition new to the blond young man with calm blue eyes. Working with the boss, Ridge Roberts, had Stringer walking a wire most of the time; that was the reason he had diversified, covering his bases. Keeping his balance was a bitch, for one false move and the convict would take him out, never mind what he had done up to then.  


     That’s the way it was with crazies. They blew without any warning, taking everything down with them. His old man had been that way—running and screaming through a bad section of town in Alabama. If it hadn’t been for Stringer chasing behind him each time, the old man might have reached at a bad end; as it was, the mental health workers showed up and hauled him downtown after the boy’s last phone call. Seemed it was his lot to follow nutjobs. 


     After another hour or so, Stringer was about ready to call it a night and head for a quiet bar where a prostitute with curly hair and small feet knew him by name. He had a thing for women with tiny feet. Bitsy, as she called herself, would be working the front bar that night, her black dress cut low over double Ds, tight across the nipples, enticing any man who would buy her a drink and had money in his pocket. Just as he was reaching toward the recorder to set the timer for an overnighter, the phone rang in the house. The woman’s voice on the phone was tinny, cheap, and uneducated. She spoke to the detective, the content of her message reassuring Stringer of what he must do.  


     He was surprised, for Lola Bankston had already pulled a healthy chunk of money to do a job, and keep her mouth shut, but it wasn’t enough. It was never enough with them. Women like her sucked up to a man the way a barnacle stuck to the keel of a fine boat. She was scum for sure, and the boss would want her gone. The bar she named was one Stringer knew, one he visited every now and then. He’d have to get there early, long before she did, be waiting for her, for the detective. It was time both of them were put down. Maybe still have time for Bitsy.




  




  

     Chapter 20 


     Maude called the dispatch office to see if information had returned on Stringer Malone. She knew it probably wasn’t his real name, but hoped somewhere in his youth, the man she had been referring to as Buzzcut was arrested and listed with real name and aliases. As luck would have it, Alice was on swing shift and answered the phone. After a greeting and friendly reception, Maude learned that Stringer Malone was actually Horace Earl Malone, born thirty-one years earlier, a petty thief back in Mobile. He had served some jail time, and was listed as a suspicious person in an unsolved murder case from five years earlier. His recent whereabouts were unknown, and the district attorney requested any law enforcement agency with that information respond to Tom Harper, Mobile, Alabama. 


     Alice bid Maude goodnight, and returned to her desk, leaving several questions unanswered. Maude was puzzled about a couple things. How did Robert Dawson find Malone? Did Dawson commit the murder in Mobile along with Malone? That would have been unusual for him to pair with someone, for Dawson loved his work so much he would have difficulty sharing. Still, the thought was provocative. 


     The city car blended with the darkness, transporting Maude, Bill, and Lola to Chesters on Rio Avenue. A local hangout for blue-collar workers, the bar was sometimes loud, with the voices of men and women rising in raucous laughter or heartbreak, depending on the moods of the drinkers. Maude had been inside several times, but it was never the place she chose to drink. At one time Chesters had been a coffee house, where new bands played gigs to a caffeine-slogged evening crowd. After the new wore off, and all the ferns died, the owner leased the building as a bar, and it had survived for several years.  


     Entering through the side door, Maude and Bill finally spied Joe near the back of the bar, in a dark corner. Lola Bankston entered from the front and sat down on one of the bar’s high stools. She crossed her legs at the knees and accepted a drink from the bartender. Turning slightly when the side door opened, she caught Maude’s eye. Just as Lola turned away, the front door opened again, and a blond youngish man seated himself next to her, his gaze upon the bartender, and the mirror behind the bar. Finally satisfied there were no cops in the reflection, Stringer Malone turned toward Lola with a false smile.  


     “So you want money,” he said. “Don’t we all?” The bartender took his order and Stringer waited until he and Lola were alone. “Who do you think you’re messing with, Ms. Bankston?” The words were hissed, the air from the man’s mouth foul as he forced the words. 


     “I…just need some money to get away,” Bankston said, the wire on her chest where Joe had taped it itching more than she could stand. She reached up and scratched gently, as Joe had told her to do. 


     “What makes you think you can get more money? You had five hundred,” Stringer said quietly, and sipped Gray Goose over ice. “I warned you to not get greedy.”  


     “Yeah, I know, but that woman detective saw me at the cemetery. She didn’t get too close, but if she starts thinking about it, she’ll remember it might have been me on the train when that woman was killed. You got to help me. Sammy hasn’t been around, and his mama is threatening to throw me out.” Her voice was rising, playing the part, but Lola thinking it was all true and her life was a mess. 


     “Slow down. You’re drawing attention to yourself. I’ll take care of you,” Stringer said, his voice low. 


     “Yeah, maybe you will and maybe you won’t, but I know who hired me for that job on the train. It was you. I didn’t have nothing to do with that woman’s murder, and you know it. All I had to do was make them think I was her.” 


     Stringer was quiet for a minute, catching his breath. He wanted to strangle Lola, but it wasn’t the time. 


     “You talk and we all go to jail. She had it coming to her. She liked to talk too much.” 


     Lola cut her eyes sideways, staring at the pink scalp through his flattop haircut. Stringer scared her, him and his round glasses and little-boy look. She believed him to be ruthless. 


     “I’m not going to talk, Stringer. I just need money. I know you paid me for the job, but I have responsibilities. A few hundred now would get me out of town and away from here.”  


     “Let me talk to the man. I’ll get the money. You stay out of sight for a while. I’ll call you tomorrow. Where will you be?” 


     “I…guess I’ll go back to the house. Maybe I can get by another night. But then that’s all. I can’t promise what will happen after that.” 


     “Be patient; it’ll be okay. I told you I’ll take care of you.” Stringer finished his drink and got up to leave, sad that the old woman detective was running late. He would get her another time.  


     Lola watched him leave, a shiver going down her back. She had no illusions about his words. He was going to try and kill her. The only things between her and a bullet were the detectives in the back of the bar. 


     Maude sidled up to the bar, the smell of booze ringing her bell, stirring the animal inside. She tried to ignore it, but it tore at her. 


     “Lola, you did good,” she said. “Let’s go.”  


     They hurriedly left the bar, headed to the street outside. Maude had parked away from the building, out of sight. Lola’s car was nearby, and Maude checked inside to make certain Stringer hadn’t hidden there, waiting for Lola to return.  


     “Wait for me to get to the car then go on to the house. We’ll follow you there. I expect your friend to show up, but we’ll be waiting for him.”  


     “Maude, he’s a cool customer,” Joe said. “He didn’t seem worried at all that she might outsmart him.” 


     “I wonder if he’s cool or such an egoist he believes, like his boss, that no one can get the best of him.” 


     “His kind is around everywhere,” Bill said. “But he’s slyer than some.”   


     “I’ll drive,” Joe said. “You two can blow kisses to each other.” 


     Following the woman was a simple task for Joe, but he kept watch on his side for the Acura, for Stringer Malone. They took a back road, one Maude had insisted Lola take to the house on Cardinal Street, Sammy Green’s current residence. When they arrived at the address, Joe parked the unmarked car down the road, tucked behind a beater on blocks. The three detectives skirted the street and circled behind the houses, coming to the back door of 2329. All was quiet inside, sometimes a false sign where police were concerned. They stood at the back door and knocked lightly, waiting for Lola to open the screen and let them inside. Before she had an opportunity to reach the door, shots rang out from the back bedroom, and Sammy ran screaming, waving a small pistol in front of him. 


     “If that doesn’t beat all,” Maude whispered. “Guess we should have figured Sammy into the equation. I’m going around and check the window. Maybe it’s open.”  


     The thin curtain was blowing on the bedroom window, and Maude could smell cigarette smoke coming through the screen. She apologized to Mrs. Martinez for cutting through the mesh then slid through the opening while Joe watched from the back door. Bill had taken a quick few steps, and circled around to the front door. He tried the lock and found it to be open.  


     Events happened quickly, with Sammy firing bullets wildly toward the back door, holding Lola in front of him as a shield. After popping another bullet toward the door, Sammy moved into the kitchen, pulling Lola along with him. Bill sneaked through the front door and slid along the wall, waiting for the right time to jump out and grab Sammy. About the time Maude showed up from the back bedroom, both of them jumped on Sammy, and threw him to the floor, where he landed in the cat’s litter box. Coughing and sputtering, the ex-con tried to get the gun out from under his body, but he was in such a panic, his finger pulled the trigger and the weapon fired. Sammy screamed and yelled. 


     “I’m dying, I’m dying. Hot damn, I’m dying.” 


     Bill stood to the side, watching, staying out of the fracas unless there was a need. He was a ride-along and knew it wasn’t smart for him to get involved in local police affairs. He didn’t intend to stand and let Maude get hurt, but it seemed to him she was taking care of business. 


     Maude grabbed the gun away and clamped a handcuff around Sammy’s right hand, then pulled the other out, and fastened both behind his back. Rolling the burglar over, she discovered Sammy had shot himself in the big toe.  


     Joe came in the back door to see what had transpired and tried hard to keep from laughing, but wasn’t quite successful. 


     “Damn, Sammy. You’re a lousy shot.” 


     Still yelling, only not quite so loudly, the shooter looked at his foot and started crying, sobbing such loud gasps the detectives could only stare. 


     “Sammy, you aren’t going to die from that wound, but if you don’t shut up, I’m going to strangle you,” Maude said. She directed Mrs. Martinez to her linen closet for a long strip of gauze then proceeded to wrap the shoe and the foot in a tight bandage. 


     “It’s safer to leave the shoe on. Might do more damage if we remove it. Sammy, they have a real good nurse at the county jail. I’ll make sure she looks at this foot. Meanwhile, you keep your mouth shut. Should only be a minute.” 


     Sammy’s mother began rocking him in her arms and shushing, but Maude didn’t trust the man to not give them away. She pulled another piece of gauze from the roll and gagged Sammy, telling him it was for his own good, to keep Stringer from shooting everybody in the house. 


     “You’ve got a lot against you already, Sammy. You tried to kill a police officer, and you burglarized my house so you could tap into my telephone. Don’t add anything else to it.” 


     Sammy’s mother looked at Maude and nodded as if to say, “I’ll keep him in line.” 


     Through all the shooting and the noise, Lola had been quiet, going along with her boyfriend, not believing the cops would shoot her. When she saw the danger had passed, she collapsed on the floor and began to weep. 


     “Enough of that, girl,” Maude said. “You have a job to do. Your buddy is going to show up here soon, and you have to be ready as though there’s nothing going on but your desire to blow this city. If anything gives you away, he’ll kill you outright before we can stop him. You have to get him to talk, to say enough that we can hang him. Anything else and he’ll be on you like a snake after a mouse. Do you understand?” 


     Lola sniffed and nodded a few times. “Uh-huh.” 


     “Then stand up and start pretending.”  


     Approximately a half-hour passed before a knock on the front door told them Stringer was there. Joe went out the back door and circled around, waiting at the side until the killer was in the house. He ran low, under the window, toward the door, ready to run inside quickly when he was needed. Dogs were barking in the neighborhood, and Joe was afraid Stringer would get wise. Mrs. Martinez was in one of the bedrooms with Sammy, keeping him quiet. Maude, along with Bill, waited in the darkness of the small bathroom. 


     Lola opened the door and managed to look surprised. “I thought you were going to call me first.”  


     “Yeah, well, I didn’t see a need to go to trouble. Where’s everybody?” 


     “Who do you mean? The old lady? She’s out with her little boy, buying him some new clothes. Never mind them, where’s my money?” 


     Stringer relaxed, then moved toward Lola. “Well, see, there’s a problem. There isn’t going to be any money.” 


     “What do you mean, no money? I’ll talk, I swear, I’ll tell what I know about you killing that woman.” 


     “What do you know, Lola? Where were you when I sliced her open? Were you in the room, or were you lying in bed with Sammy?” 


     “I, well, I know you did it. You said you killed her.” 


     “Yes, Lola, I killed her, hit her in the head when she came in the door. Opened her up and let her bleed all across the floor of her house. Then I cut her heart out. How do you like that?” Stringer moved closer and reached out, ready to grab her. 


     “Get away from me, you murderer,” Lola screamed, just as he touched her arm, ready to pull her against him. In his hand he held a .45 automatic with a silencer. “You never tried to get my money, did you?” Lola said, sidling away from the gun. 


     “No, I always intended to take care of you. Don’t you remember? I told you. You’re a liability and you have to go.” 


     The door flew open and Joe ran forward, reaching Stringer before he had time to pull the trigger. Using his fists, Joe slammed the bad guy in the side and grabbed him by the arm, lowering the trajectory of the gun away from Lola. He felt the heat of the bullet when it seared his thigh, the pain overwhelming, but he couldn’t give in to it. He continued holding his own against the gunman, until Maude stepped to Stringer’s side and put the barrel of her weapon against his ear. 


     “Put the gun down, Horace. Lay it down or I’ll take the buzzcut clean off the top of your head.” She wasn’t making an idle threat, and Stringer knew it. He leaned forward and laid the weapon down as Bill called 911 and reported two shootings at the residence. Maude covered Stringer, allowing Lola to back away then cuffed him to the chair. Maude pulled her radio from her pocket and called for assistance, stating that an officer was down at 2329 Cardinal Street, with a large bullet wound to the thigh.  


     Joe sat down on the floor, his leg bleeding badly above the knee. Yelling for Mrs. Martinez to bring the first-aid kit, Maude got down on the floor, ignoring the pain in her knees as she opened his pants leg with the scissors from the kit. The wound was bad, pouring blood as she grabbed a large handful of gauze and pressed it into the wound, holding it tight against him. Joe was fading in and out from the pain and blood loss; his face had paled, and his eyes were half closed with the pain.  


     “You’ll be okay, Joe,” Maude said, trying to keep him awake. “The wound is bleeding, but it isn’t spewing, so no fountain. Seems to be in the meat, and not the bone. Joe, can you hear me?” 


     Joe opened his eyes and tried to grin. “Of course, you haven’t shut up since I got shot,” he said. “Do I hear an ambulance? Does that mean I lose you for a nurse?” he asked in a whisper, leaning over against her. 


     “Indeed it does, Joseph Conrad Allen. Indeed it does.” Maude held on to him, waiting for the medical staff to come through the door.  


     A patrol officer showed up early and Maude told him to watch Stringer who sat mumbling on the kitchen chair, his hands cuffed behind his back. Lola stood to the side and removed the itchy recording device from around her waist. She had been instructed to turn it on when needed, then off afterward to avoid recording anything other than the conversation with the murderer. When the door opened, and Stringer entered, she had reached inside her shirt and restarted the machine. All his threats and admissions had been recorded. 


     Soon the room was filled with police and emergency personnel who took charge of Stringer Malone as a dangerous prisoner. Joe was wheeled to an ambulance after technicians assessed his condition and reassured Maude they would take care of him. The wound was bad, but the bleeding was under control, they said. 


     Sammy was put into another bus, and carried along to the hospital, as well, which left Lola and Mrs. Martinez in the house with Bill and Maude. 


     “Lola, you’ve done well, and I’ll speak to the district attorney on your behalf. Meanwhile, you can’t leave town. You’re out on bond; remember that.” Maude wished she could do more for the woman who had risked her life two different times, doing what the police asked of her. That had to go for something. Sammy’s mother was crying, imagining her baby boy in jail. Maude figured the woman would head down there to see him as soon as they left her house. 


     “You got place to stay, Lola?” Maude asked her. 


     “Yeah, I can go to my aunt’s house. Her husband don’t like me, but she does.” 


     “Make sure you get me an address. You are out on personal bond, so don’t mess it up.” 


     “Bill, how about a cup of hospital coffee?” Maude asked with a smile. 


     He smiled back and took her hand, leaving the house for others to analyze and collect  the evidence.




  




  

     Chapter 21 


     The trauma rooms of Madison hospital were busy, with few open beds left for the injured. Joe Allen was in Room 6E, with drip lines attached to his wrists, and bandages on his leg. The surgeons had worked on the delicate tendons and ligaments, as well as the thick muscle within his thigh. The slug had done some major damage, but the specialists were hopeful that he would heal quickly, with little or no nerve damage. Maude had been right: the artery wasn’t hit by the bullet, but enough had been done to put the young detective out of business for at least six to eight weeks. He was looking at desk duty for a while. Grumbling at the news, Joe lay in the bed, wishing he had done something different and maybe avoided getting shot. Maude had told him not to worry, the time would pass, and that he could be proud of saving Lola’s life, for Stringer had been intent on killing her until Joe attacked him. 


     Maude was congratulated at work for solving the murder case of Eve Devine, after Lola gave a statement and the recording of Stringer’s confession to murder was taken down and transcribed to reports. He even described the kidnapping of Maude’s niece. Maude was curious about the ease with which it was wrapped up. Stringer had said nothing more afterward, and on Maude’s testimony, he was held without bond as an escape risk, awaiting the grand jury’s indictments.  


     Before Bill went back to Philadelphia, she surprised him on his last evening by wearing one of her three dresses to go out to dinner. He complimented her so often she vowed to do it again, even though she felt naked when the wind blew beneath the hem. They spent a few hours talking, and making plans for when he moved to Texas. Nothing specific had been said, but she caught him once measuring the size of her fingers with his hand. That gave plenty for both of them to consider.  


     The house was quiet after he left, but there was work to be done to help fill the void. CID removed the wiring and the listening device from her phone a couple days after the shootings, and Maude’s privacy was finally restored. After that, she went to the jail and asked Sammy about the hole in her backyard, but he wouldn’t talk about it. With Stringer’s silence and Sammy’s refusal to elaborate on any of the details, Maude believed the case was still open. She tried talking to her captain about it, but he told her to calm down, and be glad it was over. Frustrated with the criminals’ code of silence, she began looking for ways to break through the barrier.  


     The September air was cooling some, even though everyone knew it was temporary, for, after all, it was Texas. Along and in front of the railroad, the Madison-MacArthur Hospital for the Criminally Insane was booming after opening its arms to several new patients, replacing those lost. A few patients had been in accidents, but most had good reason for dying, like sickness and heart attacks. It was the nature of hospitals that some lived and some died. Two men on the twenty-second floor had fallen during their individual showers and broken their skulls, but there was no connection between the two, other than they were both from wealthy families.  


     Robert Dawson was still believed to be catatonic, and his new doctor supported that belief to the rest of the staff. Doctor Ponder had recently purchased a new Ferrari, and made no attempt to hide it, parking it in the staff lot near the building where he once parked the Porsche. No one wondered how he afforded it, even with two ex-wives in California demanding monthly alimony payments. No one, that is, except his nurse, Ellen Goodbody. 


     Thursday was always a busy day, with off-site doctors coming to visit, and family sessions for the less-dangerous inmates. Ellen had been working specifically with Doctor Ponder for three and a half weeks; she remembered the day he had asked for her and changed her into a seven-to-three person. She loved the day shift, and never wanted to go back to working nights. Problem was, her conscience was getting the better of her, because she knew her new boss was dead rotten, and hiding the truth about some things. She had asked around, and some of the nurses said there were people who once worked in the hospital who bragged about making side money while on duty. Ellen knew that was wrong, but having no proof of anything, just suspicions, she kept her peace, and her eyes open. 


     On that Thursday, that busy day, Ellen saw something that made her hair stand straight up. She knew no one would believe her without more than her say-so, but she felt she had to tell somebody what she saw in 73’s room. Out of the blue, pulled to his door by a strong force, Ellen peeked in. There he was sitting in a chair, using the telephone as politely as you please. She ducked down just as his eyes moved toward her hiding place. The devil walked across her grave and a shiver went straight down her spine from the fear of him. Back to work she went, and no one else the wiser. 


     Later that same day, she heard noises coming from the room and sidled up to the door. It was Doctor Ponder and someone else. All she heard was “My money’s gone!” On Friday, the next day, when she arrived at work, hospital staff were talking about a miracle. Robert Dawson on the twenty-second floor was finally awake and making loud noises and gnashing his teeth. Doctor Ponder had brought in two more specialists who tried to calm him, but it didn’t work.  


     She heard it again: “My money’s gone!” The rest of the staff speculated on what had happened—how did he wake from such a long sleep, and what was he talking about? Finally, a few days later, Doctor Ponder showed up but the Ferrari didn’t, and it wasn’t long before Ellen was assigned to work with other doctors. Thank God, she thought, I still work the day shift. That was the day Ellen thought she had better find that card the lady detective gave her, because her nose had started itching. 


     Maude answered her cell phone while she sat at the desk writing reports, doing the necessary duties a detective was required to complete at the end of each case. Even though she didn’t believe it was done, her boss did, and wanted to make sure every loose end was tied up. She took some time to rehash the Horace “Stringer” Malone arrest. The man’s attitude bothered her. His aplomb hadn’t altered since he was cuffed and taken into custody. It was as if the whole incident would be reconciled in a few hours and he could go about his business. Surely, she thought, he’s smarter than that.  


     Sitting at her desk gave time for remembering the sweetness of Bill’s visit. The few hours they worked together had made her feel young again, and the light banter between them had been that of old friends who tease one another with affection. Maude’s head was suddenly filled with memories of partners long since gone—some dead, some out of the murder business. She shook it all off, determined to get back to the bothersome facts and theories surrounding Robert Dawson. If she were to assume he had orchestrated the murders of Eve Devine and Henry Fonda, she had to figure he had some motive other than capricious revenge. The two victims were unconnected to his welfare; in fact, the murders simply shone a bright light upon him, a situation he had always avoided in the past. 


     Her cell phone sounded the irritating buzz she had set to get her attention. A too-quiet sound went unnoticed if other activities were going on. 


     “Maude Rogers, Homicide,” she answered, then waited for someone to speak. 


     “Detective, this is Ellen Goodbody from the Crazy Hospital. I hope you remember me.” 


     “Yes, I do. What can I do for you, Ellen?” Maude asked, her blood pressure rising with the thought of the Heartless Killer locked away, yet possibly still doing harm. 


     “I’m not real sure what’s going on, but you should know, 73 is awake, and seems to be very upset about his money. I overheard him talking to the doctor. I thought you should know,” she repeated. 


     “When did he make it known he was awake?” Maude asked, getting extra ammunition for her Glock. 


     “A few days ago, after I came on duty, the rest of the nurses were all agog about the miracle. Of course, I knew he was playing possum all along, but there must be something big to get him up out of the bed. Today he seems worse than ever, and there’s trouble in the other cells.” 


     “Ellen, you’ve been a great help. I’ll be there within the hour. Don’t attempt to confront the man. He’s a very dangerous person who hates women.” After laying the phone down, Maude checked her weapon then put it in her holster. She didn’t believe in purses or hand-carry holsters; the weapon had to be on the belt of her slacks. 


     No one else was in the office except Eberhart, and he appeared to be concentrating on a stack of notes and reports. 


     “Bob, if you can turn loose of what you’re doing, I could use some backup at the asylum. I’d appreciate your riding along with me if Frieda doesn’t need you.” 


     Eberhart nodded and began rising from the desk, grabbing his coat. “Let’s go,” he said, taking a step toward her. “You driving?” 


     “Yeah, I go there enough I know a shortcut.” 


     On the way, Maude briefed the detective on the phone call from Ellen Goodbody, and her own take on Robert Dawson’s possible involvement with the train murder. He had a few comments to make, but agreed they should approach the whole incident with caution. 


     “If this perp has been able to carry off a pretense that big, it means he’s bought several workers there. They could be dangerous as well.” 


     “Good thought,” Maude replied, driving the car fast, its red and blue grille lights and siren making their contributions to the rush. 


     Twenty minutes later, they drove into the back parking lot and entered through the service doors. The elevator was manned by two security guards, who looked at their badges and okayed the two detectives entry. 


     “Twenty-second floor, and don’t stop for other calls,” Maude said, staring into the eyes of one of the guards. “And if either of you have anything invested in a certain criminal on that floor, know this: I have no compunction about shooting a dirty guard.” 


     Bob Eberhart spoke up then: “It brings me pleasure to assist in that type of endeavor.” His serious though stilted tone struck Maude as funny, and at another time she would have laughed at the remark. 


     Smoothly and silently, the large elevator rose twenty-two floors, finally stopping with a slight bump and creak. Ahead of them was a hallway with entry doors into the large kitchen specific to that floor, a busy food preparation area setting up for serving lunch to over one hundred criminals. 


     Maneuvering through the melee, Maude led the way out into the large dining room, where the bulk of those on the floor would enter within the half-hour. Kitchen staff eyed the two armed officers and gave way, not wishing to become part of whatever the cops were about to do. When they approached the doors into the patient housing, armed guards stood poised, with hands near discreetly placed holsters. 


     “Stop,” the guard in front called. “Identify yourselves,” the second one said. 


     “Maude Rogers and Bob Eberhart, Homicide, Madison. We have business here.” 


     The first guard reached for the telephone, but Maude shook her head. “No,” she said, “I wouldn’t do that if I were you. Stand aside or become part of my report.” 


     The guard shifted his eyes back and forth from the phone to the detectives, but his good sense won over and he stepped back. The other security man simply stood aside, showing he had understood the situation from the first. 


     “You’ll have no trouble from the authorities for your actions, as long as they don’t include taking bribes from a convicted felon. If that’s part of your résumé, I suggest you get out now before you get caught up in a worse situation. Dying isn’t worth a few bucks.” 


     The first guard headed for the kitchen, intent on leaving the way the officers had come in the building. Maude glanced at the other one and said, “Be ready to assist us if there’s gunfire.” 


     They made their way through the housing area as quietly as possible, not wanting to disturb the business of the hospital, but determined to find cell 73. Across the hallway at the end of the run, the office stood unattended—no one was there to greet visitors coming through the front door. Maude looked at Eberhart, motioning him to hug the wall and stay below the line of sight of those in the cells. Moving as fast as she could without calling attention to herself, she edged closer to Dawson’s cell, but upon arriving found it to be empty, with the door open. On the floor were two nurses, either unconscious or dead. Doctor Ponder lay in a prone position, his body still. A trail of blood led to the door of the cell and down the hall. It appeared that Dawson might have been hurt in a scuffle with the victims on the floor. Maude checked the nurses, but neither of them was Ellen Goodbody. It appeared they had both been hit hard with an object, but they were alive. 


     Bob reached for his phone and quickly called dispatch. Murmuring low, he asked for backup at the hospital, advising officers there was at least one dangerous felon loose in the institution. He advised them of the situation on the floor, and the numerous bodies down. Before long, the halls would be filled with cops. 


     Maude moved from the cell, gun in hand, knowing she had a small amount of time to find Dawson before the doors started opening and cops began yelling orders. The relative isolation of the most dangerous criminals in the hospital made the floor immune to traffic from other staff, except those assigned to the ward. In other words, Maude thought, we’re on our own. She moved slowly down the hallway, seeing at least two other cells open and empty, with more victims lying hurt or dead. She had no time to attend to them, for the situation outside the cells had become a powder keg. They had no idea which way to go to find Dawson and the others; it was a crapshoot no matter where they chose. 


     Passing one of the small bathrooms used by visitors, Maude heard a noise and was prepared for the worst. Stepping out of the room with a small, old-style hatchet in hand, Nurse Goodbody caught Maude’s eye, and trembled with the effort of controlling her emotions. She motioned to the detectives toward the office where Doctor Ponder had disappeared on Maude’s last visit. She held up three fingers and touched her nose, puzzling Maude for a minute before she remembered Ellen’s particular ability to identify dangerous patients by smell.  


     Bob Eberhart moved close and Maude gave him the sign that three escapees were in the office ahead. He acknowledged, and looked to her, conceding leadership, ready to assist in the response she chose. Maude motioned for Ellen to stay back, to wait in safety until the detectives entered the room. Just as Bob neared the door, a shot sounded from inside the room. The door flew open, and two men in pajamas ran out, brandishing knives they had somehow stolen and concealed. A long blade flew by Maude’s ear, taking off the top layer of skin. The hand that wielded the weapon shook as the inmate drew back again, aiming at her stomach. He quickly moved and tried stabbing her, but the protective vest she wore repelled the blade. Without waiting any longer, she fired her weapon into the man and pushed him away, watching as he fell to the floor.  


     Eberhart was in a tussle with the other man, who was bleeding from a wound on his calf, finally overpowering and restraining him. Maude looked through the door, knowing there was one more inside, the worst of the lot. She tried to locate him, but couldn’t see where he had gone. Leaning against the jamb, she opened it outward, just in time to see Robert Dawson come flying out of a side door, taking the detectives by surprise, knocking Maude down. The Glock flew from her hand with the impact of her shoulder against the concrete floor. Dawson leveled a .45-caliber pistol at Maude as the man who was cuffed began begging for Dawson to release him.  


     Dawson quickly fired the gun into the man and said, “Good riddance, you’re released.” After murdering the man on the floor, Dawson turned to Maude, staring at her with a wild light in his eyes. “At last,” he said, slavering at the right side of his mouth, “old woman, you’re going to get what’s coming to you.” Noticing Eberhart near her, Dawson said quietly, “Put the gun down, Mr. Detective. Or I’ll kill her right now.” 


     “No, Bob, shoot the son of a buck. Don’t let him get away,” Maude said, trying to get off the floor. 


     Laying the gun aside, Eberhart looked at Maude and grimaced. He knew the maniac would do as he threatened. 


     Dawson, now fully Ridge Roberts, grinned, the old scars on his face drawing the skin into a macabre wooden puppet mask effect. “After all that has happened, you’re here. I don’t have time to make killing you fun because my money has been stolen, and I must hurry and find it.” 


     “What’s wrong, Bobby? Somebody treat you bad?” Maude asked, rising to her knees. 


     “Shut up! There’s no Bobby. He’s gone. It’s me, Ridge, I’m in charge.” 


     “You may be in charge, but Bobby is still there. He’s what keeps you from blowing your own head off.” 


     “Shut up!” he said again. “Keep your mouth shut, shut, shut. No time for you; must go to the airport. My money is gone. It’s going away.” 


     “Who stole your money, Bobby?” Maude asked. “Is that why you killed Eve Devine? Did she steal your money?”  


     “Who? Eve Devine? Who is Eve Devine?” He looked surprised, as though he had never heard the name. 


     “Eve Devine, a nice lady that you told Stringer to kill. What did she do to you?” 


     “Uh-uh. Stringer killed someone for me? Good. Who was she?” 


     Maude was puzzled, and even though she knew the nutcase in front of her wanted her dead, she needed to understand what had happened to Eve Devine. 


     “It wasn’t you who scattered body parts on the Missouri-Pacific tracks? You’re saying you had nothing to do with draining her blood or removing her heart? Come on, Bobby, you like that kind of work.” 


     Chortling, the demented killer became less coherent. “Stole my money, all my money. I must leave you,” he said, lowering the gun toward Maude’s head.  


     It came then; the most terrifying screech Maude had ever heard filled the hallway behind her, as Ellen Goodbody sprang from the bathroom and ran toward them, brandishing her hatchet in a continuous circle above her head. Her voice reached full volume just as the wooden handle flew from her hand in a graceful arc, its metal blade connecting center point with the skull ridges between the maddened eyes of Robert Dawson, a.k.a. Ridge Roberts. 


     With a surprised expression, Dawson dropped to the floor, his clenched fingers discharging the gun harmlessly into the ceiling. Lying there with the metal axe embedded in his forehead, Robert Dawson appeared to be no more or less violent than any other murderer. Maude leaned over him, making sure he was out of commission. 


     “Dawson, Bobby, who has your money? Whoever it is, he ordered that woman killed, and expected you’d be blamed for it. Who was it?” 


     Too late, Dawson opened his mouth as if to speak, but was no longer part of the living world. The Heartless Killer was dead, and would never harm another woman. 


     Ellen could only stand staring at the hatchet that had belonged to her daddy, the one he’d first used to decapitate his brother-in-law then shortly afterward plunged into his own brain. She couldn’t believe what she’d done. Giving Maude a helpless shrug, she said quietly, “I used to practice throwing that thing in the backyard. Hitting trees and knocking bottles off the fence. I never knew I would use it for such a thing as I did today.” 


     “You saved my life,” Maude said, standing finally, “and I’m never going to forget that. Thank you, Ellen.” 


     Turning to Eberhart, Maude said in a rush, “The mastermind of this whole thing is at the airport, trying to leave the country. You’ll have to finish it here. I can’t allow a criminal to get away,” she said, hurrying toward the elevator full of cops and emergency trauma people. 


     Getting back to her car was easy, but all the activity had caused more pain in her joints. She quickly took two ibuprofen, put the car into drive, and headed toward the airport with sirens and lights blazing.  


     “How could I have missed it?” she asked herself. “It was there all the time, but I was fixed on Dawson and didn’t see it.” 


     The glass doors were closing when she arrived. After leaving the car in a No Parking area and locking her gun inside the glove box, Maude entered the security section, waiting for them to search her before showing her badge. She explained that it was a matter of life or death, that she needed to be allowed to go through. One of the security men gave her a visitor’s sticker for her blazer, and followed her down the line while she searched the waiting areas for a murderer, one who waited to board a plane to a country without an extradition agreement with the United States. 


     The chairs were standard, blue, and attached to each other by nuts and bolts in a long line. Sitting passengers waiting to board were eager to be on their way. The third seat from the end she found him, his thin hair covered by a straw hat, and an AMA magazine tucked under his arm. She could tell he was dozing peacefully, oblivious to the hold about to be put on his trip and his life. 


     The airport police officer was armed, a fact Maude had known ahead of time, the reason she had left her weapon outside. Had she tried to go through the security line with a gun, her quarry would have boarded the plane and left the country before they had cleared her. She nodded to the officer and edged forward, making sure he was close by. 


     “Ian Hopkins, you are under arrest for murder, for obstruction of justice, for grand theft, and for anything else I can add on to it. You have the right to remain silent. If you give up that right…” She continued on with the Miranda, making sure it was done right. At her insistence, the officer took the doctor into custody and escorted him outside the boarding area. Hopkins was silent and didn’t object to anything. Seeing her there was hard to accept, but he was a practical man.  


     Finally, he turned to her and asked, “How did you find me?” His shoulders drooped with defeat, for the doctor was not accustomed to the criminal’s way of life.  


     “Your patient had a last lucid moment before he made the trip to hell. You took his money and he couldn’t stop talking about it.” 


     Later, on the way to the Cop Shop, Maude asked the doctor what made him go wrong. “You had it all, a good career, respect. Was the money that enticing?” 


     “He was going to kill me. Told me so then laughed. But I knew he was serious. He’d paid me well to arrange the deception, the coma, but it was coming to an end, so I faked my death then hid out for a while. I paid someone to break the code to Dawson’s bank accounts. The money became the reason I lived, then one day, I was at a coffee shop, just for a minute. Eve Devine came in and sat down across the room. I knew she recognized me from the days she worked as a nurse. I left as quickly as I could, but I caught her staring. She had to die. Stringer took care of it, made it look like something Dawson would do, so he’d catch the blame.” 


     “Mr. Hopkins, murder was a business you should never have invested in. You should have stayed with healing the sick. One question: why the kid on the phone? Even though it was a brilliant way to get me involved, why bother?” 


     “Because only you would have connected it all together, the missing heart, the blood. What other cop would have thought beyond the accident with the train? You knew Dawson and would assume he did it all.” 


     “And Stringer? How did you get him involved? He was Dawson’s man.” 


     “Money, detective, the root of all evil. Stringer is an egomaniac who believes he can do anything he wants. You have him in custody, but I daresay he seems unconcerned. In his mind, he has power over the situation. He was a good partner, but the time would have come when he would have tried to take everything.” 


     “Don’t you have some regrets, Doctor Hopkins? Did you kill the man you traded identities with?” Maude asked as an afterthought. He was silent as she made ready to release him to other officers at the station. “Any remorse for any of it?” 


     “I’m a psychiatrist, detective. I am familiar with aberrant behavior. If you’re asking if I compare myself to others like Dawson, then no, I am not sorry. What I did was necessary, though unfortunate for some. And no, the man on the road had recently died. It was convenient for me that I had friends in a funeral home. For a small charge, they provided me with the body of a homeless man. It was good talking to you, detective, especially off the record. You can never prove any of what I’ve told you, but I’m glad you know.” 


     “I’ll take my chances with the evidence, doctor. My job was to stop you from getting away, and I have.” 


     The first person she called was Bill—she thought he’d be glad to know the mystery was over. The second was Joe. Even though he was out for a while, she knew he would be called to testify in the shootings. He was very pleased to know his work had been a major contributor to helping close the case. 


     Going home that night, after all was done, Maude happily noted the animal hadn’t raged for several hours. Her AA sponsor had warned her of those times when the need might release her then come back with a vengeance, and she shouldn’t become overly confident in her own abilities. The best thing to do at those times, Claire had said, was for Maude to go to a meeting at the small church, and express her gratitude. That was what she did, smiling at the world around her, absent of a few more bad guys. There was room for others to take their places, and the gaps would fill quickly, but for that moment, Maude Rogers reveled in the peace that sometimes came after her job was done for the day.  


     The End 


    

      


    


  




  

     Epilogue 


     Horace Malone went to prison for ninety-nine years without parole for the murders of Eve Devine and Henry Fonda. He seemed unconcerned at the sentencing. Lola was charged with a misdemeanor and received time served for helping police officers in their duties. Sammy Green went back to prison for his part in the whole ugly scheme. Doctor Ian Hopkins managed to beat some of the charges, but the judge wasn’t impressed with the good doctor. He threw the book at him. Miscellaneous arrests were made at the Madison-MacArthur Hospital for the Criminally Insane. Bribery charges were rampant among security and medical staff. 


     On a happy note, Joe’s doctor said the wound was healing just fine, but even though his patient believed he was ready to go back to work, an additional week was necessary for him to be off his feet. Maude took the liberty of calling his ex-wife and laying a load of guilt on her for not bringing the kids to see him. She even hinted that some bad things might happen if Sheila kept the attitude. 


     Three and a half weeks from the day he was shot, Joe was sitting up in a rehab bed, wishing he could get out, when the door was opened by his two boys. They were older, and he had difficulty recognizing the little one. Sheila had dropped them off, and told them it was their daddy in the room. Like so many children, they were shy around someone they hadn’t seen for a long time. After a while, they began to ask him about how he got hurt, and were fascinated that he had been shot by a bad guy.  


     When it was time to go, the boys asked if they could come back and visit the next day, and of course Joe said, “Yes, please do.” They even gave him a small, shy hug. 


     Robert Dawson’s money was found in some offshore accounts. After sundry bills were paid to the hospital for property damage, the money was given to his two children. They had lost their mother and dad, but at least they would never want for anything money could buy. The children’s grandmother called to thank Detective Rogers for finding the money, and later set up a large trust fund for the care of Wanda May Wilson, Eve Devine’s sister. The last Maude heard, Wanda May was improving mightily with access to a specialist’s care. 


     Maude continued the battle with her addiction, and was a regular at the church meetings, learning and practicing humility—a difficult task for her. She continued working as a homicide detective, not because she had to, but because she loved it. Besides, she had to do something until Bill arrived. With Dawson dead and no longer a threat to anyone, she closed the book on his life, even though sometimes the memory of the small, abused boy who had become a monster still crossed her mind.   
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     Chapter 1. 


     The phone call from Detective Joe Allen to Maude Rogers came at 2:00 A.M.  Usually they worked the same hours and days, but this week was different. He had requested a few vacation days down the road, and was working overtime to build a backlog of hours against them.  


     “This is Maude,” she answered on the second ring. “Two in the morning, this better be good, Joe,” she grumbled, after seeing his name on the cell screen. 


     The line was static-filled. “Joe,” she repeated, “Talk to me, if this is you. If it isn’t, whoever’s there better speak up. You don’t want to make me any madder than I already am.” 


     “Maude.” A weak whisper filled her ear, and she knew his voice well enough to recognize he was compromised, either hurt or in a bad position. 


     “Where are you Joe?” she asked, trying to remove the cobwebs of sleep from her brain. “Do you need help?” 


     “Maude, I…” The line went dead. She pushed the callback key and waited, but the phone went directly to voice mail. Neither Joe, nor anyone else was answering his phone. 


     Easing out of bed, Maude nursed her worst knee, and limped to the bathroom. A couple of ibuprofen and coffee was what she needed to feel alive after so little sleep. The coffeepot was on a side table against the wall, and she pushed the button to turn it on manually. The mirror on the bathroom wall showed a tired face, with black smudges beneath dulled blue eyes. Memories of other times and places, when people she cared about were out of touch, and in harm’s way, came to her, but she quickly dismissed them, remembering instead what her AA sponsor drilled into her head. 


     “Think positively, disallowing negativism,” Cheryl would say cheerily. “Things are never as bad as your imagination can make them.” Sometimes Maude wanted to pinch Cheryl’s cheeks when she spouted the mantra, but so far, she had simply nodded and grumbled. 


     By the time Maude showered and dressed, the coffee had brewed, and she filled her travel mug to the brim. Before going out the door, she called dispatch, and Marilee Williams, a friend of hers who was about to go off shift, answered the call. 


     “Hey Maude, sorry you’re up so early. Detective Allen’s last contact was at midnight. He said he was done for the night, and going to head toward home. He decided since the moon was out, he would ride his bike. The guys offered to give him a lift, but you know what a health nut he’s become.”  


     “He say anything else? Try to remember Merilee, even if it doesn’t seem important. I don’t know where he is, but I think Joe has a problem and needs help.” 


     “No Maude, he didn’t say anything, except…” 


     “Except what, Merilee?” Maude asked impatiently. 


     “Well,” the dispatcher replied hesitantly, and Maude could hear the girl’s sharp intake of breath, “He paid me a compliment.” 


     “He did what?” Maude asked patiently. 


     “I told him to be careful, and he said, ‘You’re sweet to care, Merilee. Not everyone does. I’m just going to check out my vision.’ I knew he was being nice, but it was good to hear. Anyway, do eye doctors work nights?” 


     “Not any I know,” Maude replied. “And that was at midnight?” She asked, lighting the first of her self-imposed allotment of four cigarettes each day. She drew a long puff, sipped her coffee, and considered what might have been on her partner’s mind. Usually, Joe would have worked until shift change at three. 


     “Like I said, about then.” Merilee replied. “I hope he’s okay,” she added softly. 


     “Me too,” Maude said. Joe’s gallantry to all females was familiar, but his remark about an eye doctor was puzzling. Probably his way of making a point about something on his mind. But what kind of point? 


     “Run a check for the last known location of his phone. If you need authorization, use my number.” 


     After speaking to Merilee, she put another call through, this time to Benny Long, the night shift sergeant. She asked about any complaints filed that Joe might have investigated during shift. “The night was quiet most of the time. A few complaints. A woman called about a man she believed to be a peeper.” 


     “God I hate pervs,” Maude said. “They have no sense of propriety.” 


     “Yeah, don’t I know it,” Long agreed. “Woman said she knew he was peeping in her window, because the glass had his nose print where he’d been looking. She wanted to file a complaint on her neighbor and have the window printed. I told her we didn’t keep records of nose prints.” 


     “I take it she lived on the ground floor,” Maude said dryly.  


     “Nope, second floor, apartment house on Third Street.” 


     “Joe investigate, or one of your guys?” Maude asked, not commenting on the sergeant’s answer. Stranger things than second floor peepers happened sometimes daily. 


     “I sent a patrol car with one officer--usually send two--but being night shift and close to weekend, we’re short-handed. No need for a detective, just a complaint.” 


     “So Benny, when did you last see or talk to Joe?” she asked, her voice showing the beginnings of impatience. 


     “About midnight, when he checked out to go home.” 


     “And you never heard from him again?” 


     “No, like I said, he was going home.” 


     “I think you need to send some officers to look for him,” she said. 


     “Without a good reason, I can’t. I don’t have any men to spare.” 


     Maude quit the call, and sat fuming over the lack of information. Concerned that Joe was alone and needed help, she turned possible scenarios over in her mind, but none told her where to start looking for him or explained his unanswered phone.   


     Before leaving home, she filled a bowl with cat food for the stray that had made its home with her a few weeks before. “Stray” was the only name the orange and white tabby had earned since adopting Maude’s back porch and kitchen as his home. At times the cat showed a kind side, and purred to be scratched, but usually, Maude’s friendly human efforts were quickly rebuffed by the animal. Why she fed such an ungrateful beast was a question she couldn’t answer for sure, but she figured it was the cat’s sour disposition--it reminded her of her own. Nevertheless, for the first time in many years, a creature other than Maude lived in her grandmother’s home. 


     Last night’s dew had darkened the grass under the front porch’s bright light, reminding Maude of the need to mow the yard soon. Her driveway pad was made of concrete, and from the paved road, it led to a garage and storage area built much later than the house. The home place had been her grandmother’s, and then her mother’s, but now it belonged solely to Maude. She felt a momentary flash of loneliness for the two women she had loved with all her heart. Shaking off sentimentality, Maude opened the garage door and climbed into her assigned city vehicle, determined to keep her memories, both good and bad, at bay. 


     No terrors greeted her when the door opened wide, no ghosts of past monsters floated above her head, nor did the smell of gunpowder from the rounds she had fired at fleeing felons linger in the captured air, yet Maude knew if it talked, the car could tell long tales of the chases with her at the wheel, in search of lawbreakers.  


     “Joe, where are you?” she whispered. She put the key in the ignition and began backing, her mind full of questions. Do you need my help, or am I too late, no matter what I do? I hope I’m making too much of a phone call, and later it will all be rationally explained as I chew your ear for getting me out of bed this early. She wouldn’t have admitted it to anyone, but sometimes Maude felt motherly toward the young detective. That morning was one of those times. 


     Streetlights shone on cars parked front to back along the pavement, and a full moon’s light produced potential threats in the shadows as she backed onto the street. Her rent house was unlit, the tenant, a young man who moved to Texas from California, finally at home after working all night in a diner not far from the county offices. Mace Sherman, the sheriff of Madison County, Texas, often frequented the diner, or so she had been told by her tenant. Everyone eats, she thought, accepting the close connection with the local law enforcement chief who despised her.  


     She looked at her watch and noted the time as 2:45 A.M. before calling dispatch again. Her impatience gained nothing, because Merilee was no longer on duty. Another employee who had relieved her knew nothing about the phone trace request, but promised to find out, and call Maude back. 


     Wishing for cigarette number two, but showing restraint, Maude drove to Joe’s apartment and circled the block. Finding nothing out of place, she stopped the car just as a dark-colored vehicle pulled away from the curb. The area was a busy one, and she was concentrating on her thoughts, even so, her cop’s brain registered the vehicle as a van of sorts, the type used for moving and deliveries. Later, she wanted to kick herself for not paying more attention to the driver and its passenger.   


     Maude made a quick walk to the apartment door and continuously thumb-pushed the bell before knocking loudly several times. It was her way to move swiftly and noisily when a quick response was needed. The urge for a drink flitted across her mind, but she quickly tossed it aside with the same force she had once used to suck down cold shots of straight-up gin. 


     “Open up Joe,” she yelled to the white, silent barrier. A quick kick did nothing to relieve her worry, for the door remained closed, guarding the darkness inside. Frustration was her worst enemy; it drove her to extremes.  


     Maude’s former life had become unmanageable, and she had no control over the amounts of liquor her need had demanded, for each year, the worm in her gut required more and more gin to stay afloat. Admitting she had a problem had led her to a solution. “Don’t drink, make amends for past wrongs, and read the Big Book for alcoholics. Oh yeah, and go to meetings.” 


     Joe understands, she thought. She felt gratitude that her sickness hadn’t sent him running. It would have served her right if he had refused to work with her anymore after some of the things she had done. All the more reason to find him, to help pay back some of the debt she owed him. 


     Driving away from the apartment building without confirming that Joe wasn’t inside took determination, but nothing appeared out of place. There was still the chance he was inside and not alone. She hadn’t found any broken windows, nor had the lock been jimmied. If anything had been tampered with, it was Maude’s peace of mind. 


     The dispatch office was in the back of the Cop Shop, or police building, behind all the detective’s niches, and Maude made her way there, hoping to see a friendly face. She bypassed the coffee pot, momentarily putting aside her own needs for a refill in hopes of getting the latest word about her partner. 


     “Any news?” she asked, entering the room. The clicking and clacking of communication machinery filled the air with hope. Somewhere, someone knew Joe’s location, and would be in touch. 


     “Excuse me?” a woman unknown to Maude replied with a frown. 


     “Any news on Detective Allen?” Remember to be patient. People can’t read my mind. When in doubt, be kind. Maude’s interpersonal skills training came back swiftly, even though it was buffered by the worry she had for Joe. 


     “Oh, no,” the dispatcher said briefly. “I’m fighting mosquitoes,” she said by way of explanation for her busyness. “Lord, these things are huge.” 


     “You aren’t from around here, I take it,” Maude commented, trying for civilized conversation. 


     “No, just got here from Alabama. Not tonight, but recently.” 


     “Uh-huh. You sure there are no new reports concerning the location of my partner, Joe Allen?” 


     “That’s what I said,” the woman replied, slapping at the back of the empty chair beside her.  


     “What’s your name?” Maude asked, her voice strained, but not unkind. 


     “Betty Sinclare. With an a-r-e. Most people think it’s a-i-r, but it’s not. It’s a-r-e,” Betty explained, while lifting her considerable bulk from the rolling chair to swat a new flying object. 


     “Well Betty, thank you for all your help,” Maude replied, gritting her teeth as she turned to walk away. 


     “Sure, glad to be of service.” The words were mixed with a sudden whoosh of air as Betty sat back, expecting to return to the seat she had recently vacated. The new office chair, however, rolled when pushed ever so slightly. When Betty’s bottom tapped the edge of the seat, the chair was flung across the room on greased wheels, and the unfortunate clerk went to the floor.  


     “Oh my, her butt’s kissed the tiles,” Maude said to those listening, but none came forward to assist. With a sigh, she made an offer to help the downed woman whose outstretched legs covered several inches of slick floor, but Betty recovered her breath, and waved off any assistance.  


     “Good thing you wore long pants,”” Maude commented. “Keeps your privates covered. Modesty is something I’ve always valued. How you think you can best get up?” 


     Crimson-face, Betty replied, “Just give me a minute. I’ll slide to the desk, and roll over onto my knees. Shouldn’t be too hard to get up from there.” 


     “Let me know if I can help,” Maude offered again. “Best I stay out of your way right now.” 


     Watching Betty slide across the tile, pushing the recalcitrant chair as she moved toward the desk had Maude furrowing her brow, grateful not to be called on to do any lifting. 


     “You okay?” She asked after a few moments. 


     “Yeah, I’m almost there,” Betty replied. She rolled her bulk over, pulled her knees up under her, and pushed off from the floor with one hand. Reaching for the desk with the other hand, she grabbed at the file drawer on the top slot of the three drawer desk, and a wild array of vanilla and pastel colored packets shot out.  


     “Dang,” Maude said loudly. “That wasn’t good. You hurt?” 


     “No,” Betty replied, trying to pull her body off the tile floor, now covered in slick, manila folders. “I’ll make it,” she huffed, out of breath.  After a minute, she again crawled to the desk and pushed against it, pinning it to the wall. Inch by inch, she slid upward until she was standing on unsteady feet. 


     “Whew. I had no idea this job was going to be so hard,” Betty muttered as she grabbed the chair and held on tight. 


     “I expect you’ll get used to it after a while,” Maude said, shaking her head as she walked away. “You’ll want to be more careful. You could break something important. And I’d appreciate a quick call if you hear from my partner.”




  




  

     Chapter 2. 


     By 3:30 A.M., Maude knew the last location of Joe’s phone, but she couldn’t figure why or how he would be at the city dump, or City-County Landfill, as it had been renamed. A great steaming mass of garbage arrived in that place daily, waiting for dozers and trench diggers to put it underground. But they never caught up, and the rotting smell leached into the ambient air for miles, polluting the normal freshness of the country with a stench that made eyes water and noses drip. Only unusual circumstances would have forced Joe to visit the dump. 


     4:00 A.M., or thereabouts, was no time for inspecting the city’s garbage, but the chance that Joe might be there, and in need of help drove Maude to make the effort, to request two rookie officers, and an equipment truck. She dressed in rubber boots and a yellow slicker found in the back of the truck, and added a bright flashlight, and gloves. The two cops, similarly dressed, made up the rest of the search party. By 4:15 A.M., they were standing in front of the closed office strategizing. 


     “I’m glad my house is west of the city, instead of on this side,” Maude  said to the officers. “What a terrible odor,” she added. 


     “Uh, detective, what exactly are we doing out here?” The police officer’s face had gone gray, and he swallowed several times.  “I mean, it’s dark, so what are we looking for?” 


     “Well, Officer Stanford,” Maude said, “we’re looking for my partner and his bicycle. The last time we have any record of his whereabouts, Detective Allen, or his phone, was here. So let’s be clear. The only thing I’m interested in is my partner, and ways to find him. You see anything else needs looking at, log it, and investigate later.” 


     “Yes ma’am, understood,” Stanford replied.  


     “Jackson, come with me,” Maude said to the other officer. “Stanford, remain on the perimeter of the dump, and stay in touch,” she said, indicating the hand-held radio. 


     “Yes ma’am,” he replied again, happy he was not expected to wade through garbage in the darkness. 


     Two hours later they met again at the landfill office, each of them aromatic from the gunk on their rubber boots, but none had found any sign of Joe or his bicycle. They looked for fresh tire tracks, but that too was ruled out.  


     “If Joe was here, he walked, or was carried in and out,” Maude said grimly. “Come daylight, if he doesn’t report in, I’ll go to the captain and ask for officers to search the fields near here. This is a bad place to search, with beaucoup hiding places, and dim, overhead lights that show too little.”  


     By 6:30 A.M, they were back at the Cop Shop. A couple of night shift detectives were in the sergeant’s office, getting ready to check out and go home, and Maude spoke to both, asking if they’d had a face to face with Joe the previous night.  


     Neither had seen him. One asked, “What’s going on?” 


     She filled them in about the call to her house, and how it had spooked her, even though as yet, nothing solid pointed to bad things that might have happened to her partner. 


     Not too concerned by the implications, the detectives left with0ut comment. They knew that problems could make a man, or woman, disappear for a few hours. The true tell would be during the daylight hours, when the rest of the world went back to work. Then, even those in hiding usually came out with the rest. A cop who didn’t show up at home or work the day after a short disappearance definitely had a problem. 


     Maude understood cops too, and knew a bundle about human nature and what sadness and despair could do to the spirit, driving a person toward relief in a bottle, or sometimes into the arm of the angel, snorting white powder that made troubled lives bearable. Why not Joe? 


     He was as human as the next guy--maybe more than most. 


     She didn’t know what to hope for, but one thing she knew was she wouldn’t give up till she found him. Just as he’d been there for her the last time she drank herself into oblivion and needed help finding her way back. 


     “Boss,” Maude said when her captain arrived, “Joe’s missing.” 


     “I wondered why you were here early. I’ve got a meeting with the chief at 8:00 A.M, or I wouldn’t be here now.” Patterson shifted his weight, and leaned against the desk. “What happened?” he asked. 


     She quickly brought him up to date on her early morning phone call. “In a few minutes, I’m going to Joe’s apartment and force the door if I have to. He’s not on the job, and he still isn’t answering my calls. I went by his place before coming here this morning, but he didn’t answer my knock. I don’t mind telling you, I’m worried about him. Think you can get some officers out looking?” 


     “Whoa! You think all that’s necessary? Maybe Joe told someone else he was leaving,” Patterson said. “Visiting a girl after hours wouldn’t be out of the question for a young man. Could be lots of reasons he’s not home, but no matter, he’s got a problem if he doesn’t show up for work today.” 


     “I’ve asked around, but no one knows anything about a new woman in his life,” Maude said. “And Joe wouldn’t chance losing his job over anyone. His kids depend on him. Remember how hard he fought his ex-wife for visiting time?”  


     “Yeah, I seem to recall she was tough on him. So, go to his place, but take someone with you,” Captain Patterson said, his attention focused on the coffee pot and donuts in the break area. “Uh, take Monroe. He needs the experience.” 


     “Monroe?” she responded, “He hasn’t been to Personnel yet to fill out papers.” She remembered seeing a tall, pleasant-looking young man hanging around the detective squad. “What if he gets hurt? He won’t have insurance.” Shifting a new boot around was not her way, but he was green, and she wanted an experienced hand or none at all. 


     “Sure he does. He’s been with us for years. Just not here,” Patterson mumbled. “You know that Maude.” 


     “Captain, sometimes I seriously wonder about the location of your head, and where your voice comes from,” Maude mumbled back. 


     “What did you say, detective?” Patterson turned for a moment and glared, but Maude knew he was trying to get rid of her, and didn’t care what she’d said, as long as she left his presence. 


     “Nothing. I’ll pick up Monroe on my way out,” she grumbled. 


     James Patterson strode to the coffee pot and grinned as his best detective left the room. Because of Maude Rogers, he had moved through the ranks to Captain not long ago, and had a hard time being fierce with her. She had been responsible for closing several cases along with Joe Allen, during the time the young male detective was in training. It was the one the news media labeled the Heartless Killer that caught national attention. When the last captain over detectives was fired, Patterson was chosen to replace him. As lieutenant over homicide, he was credited with apprehending the notorious serial killer Robert Dawson, who removed the beating hearts from his victims’ bodies and put them on dry ice. Of course, it was Maude and Joe who did the work, but Patterson was given credit for the killer’s apprehension.   


     **** 


     Calhoun Monroe, a bucktoothed country boy from Iowa, had decided at the age of three years he was going to be a policeman. From that time forward, he spent hours looking at books until he learned to read. Adult Calhoun worked first for the county sheriff, but he joined the Madison Police Department three years later, and had been on a fast track to make detective ever since. For two days he had been assigned to the detective squad to fill in while one of them was on vacation. The police department had recently been under the mayor’s gun, because thanks to a nepotistic personnel section, for some time there had been a shortage of in-house promotions to choice positions. Too many family members of upper management had been given the slots that by rights, should have gone to officers who had passed the required tests. Monroe, next on the list for promotion, was mostly there for show, but each day he arrived early, eager to begin. 


     Maude knew his specialty was tracking, because the county boys swore Calhoun could follow a set of footprints on a rocky mountainside with one eye closed. 


     “They call you Cal? Or Monroe?” Maude asked as her new ride-along climbed into the passenger seat of the late model Ford Crown Victoria. 


     “Um, Calhoun mostly. Like my daddy,”’ he said. 


     “Any bad habits I need to be aware of?” she asked, sure that some must have attached themselves to the young man. 


     “Yes ma’am. I have a terrible craving for root beer. Other than that, uh-uh. No bad ones.” 


     She looked at him sharply to see if he was pulling her leg, but the young officer sounded sincere. She was accustomed to Joe’s wit, and never knew when to believe a straight remark, fresh from someone’s lips. 


     “Root beer? Not a terrible habit,” Maude replied. 


     “Yes ma’am, it can be. During hard times, my craving can be bad enough to make things worse than what’s going on.” 


     “We’ll hope that never happens, Calhoun,” she said. 


     “I have a little boy. His name is Calhoun, like me and my daddy. Only thing is, we call him Cal, so my wife doesn’t get confused.” 


     You got kids, ma’am?” 


     “No, no kids,” Maude replied. 


     “You married?” he asked her. 


     “No, not married. You writing an article?” 


     “Oh no ma’am, just making small talk,” Calhoun replied. He turned his head to look out the window, embarrassed at being nosy.  


     Maude saw a line of red climb from his collar across his cheeks. “It’s okay, Calhoun. I was teasing. A bad habit I have,” she admitted. 


     “Let’s discuss what happens at Joe’s apartment.” 


     “Whatever you want me to do, I’ll do it best I know how,” Calhoun assured her. 


     “I’m sure you will,” she said, sorry she’d been so tough on the young man. “When we get there, treat the apartment as a possible crime scene. If Joe is truly missing, we may find some clues to his whereabouts.” 


     “Yes ma’am, I’ll remember. When I worked for the county, we did some of the same searches, so I’m real familiar with procedure.” 


     “That’s fine, Calhoun,” she said. He reminded her of someone she had known in the past, another sincere young officer who was nicer than the law allowed, certainly nicer than she had ever been. The last she’d seen of Ernest Garrison was at Edwards Bay, along the coast, where they worked together for a while.




  




  

     Chapter 3. 


     The street and parking area in front of Joe’s apartment was deserted. Calhoun circled the complex, looking for any furtive movement, but reported that all was quiet.  


     “The door’s locked, window screens intact, and no glass broken,” he reported. (Just as they had been when Maude checked them in the early morning hours.)  


     “Calhoun,” she said, “I’m about to do something that’s a little outside the law, and I’d appreciate it if you keep a watchful eye for people who might not understand. I am not too skilled at this lock-picking business, but I don’t have a key to his apartment, so I’m going to give it a try.” 


     “Miss Maude, if you promise not to hold it against me, I’ll admit that I’m pretty good with those picks. Why don’t I do it?” he asked, taking the small leather package from her.  


     Maude stood with her mouth agape for a minute. Soon afterward, she took over the part of lookout, amazed at how quickly Calhoun manipulated the tumblers with the picks. 


     “I won’t ask you how you got so good at that,” she said as he opened the door. “I can only hope it was through a training course taught by the police department.” 


     “No ma’am, it wasn’t,” Calhoun replied. “It was from my own personal training. One time I locked myself out of my house for a few hours when Ellen, my wife, was visiting her mother. I vowed it wouldn’t happen to me again.” 


     “Well I swear, you certainly learned well,” Maude said with a grin. “Let’s get in there and find out what happened to Joe.” 


     Inside the apartment, nothing was out of place, in fact, it was neater than she’d ever seen it. No dirty dishes lay on the countertop where Joe would usually have left his morning cereal bowl, and the bathroom lavatory was spotless.  


     “I’ve known this man for a good spell, and he isn’t this clean,” Maude said to Calhoun. “Usually his laundry is scattered, and the shower is a mess, but look here, none of that is true. Either Joe was touched by a genie that turned him into Suzy Housekeeper, or someone’s trying to cover up an incident that went down in this apartment. I’m leaning toward the latter,” she said worriedly. “Joe is in trouble.” 


     “Let me see what I can find, Miss Maude,” Calhoun offered. “If you don’t mind, I’m going to look under the bed.” 


     “Be my guest, Calhoun,” she replied. “They tell me you’re pretty good at finding people. Kills my knees and hips to get on the floor like that, but I do it. Glad to have you along.” 


     “Um. Sometimes I get lucky,” he acknowledged while sliding under the bedframe. “Not even any dust bunnies under here,” he yelled out. 


     “Not so loud, these walls are thin,” Maude whispered. “Let’s keep a lid on it.” 


     “Okay,” Calhoun said, as he opened the closet door and began searching through Joe’s neatly arranged clothing and shoes. “He doesn’t have much, does he?”  


     “I never paid attention before,” she replied, “Maybe because of his child support payments. I know he tries to do nice things for his kids in California.” 


     “Any reason he would have blood on a sock? Not much, but a little. It’s at the bottom of the laundry basket.” 


     “Uh, I recall he said he was hiking last Sunday and got a nail stuck through his tennis shoe. He hopped for a day or two. That could be what you’re looking at. Even so, bring it. We’ll have it tested.” 


     “Got nothing else,” Calhoun said, bagging the sock. “I’m sorry, but there’s nothing here.” 


     “And there should be. Go talk to the neighbors. See if they remember someone cleaning the apartment today or last night. I’ll take those on the right, you take the left.”  


     The third apartment down was like Joe’s, a ground floor one-bedroom, with a view of the street. Calhoun spoke to the resident and wrote down a few things she said. After a bit he texted Maude and asked her to come to Apartment 5B. An elderly woman named Eleanor Trulove waited impatiently for the lady detective to arrive.   


     “Mrs. Trulove,” Maude said, “Thank you for cooperating. You told this officer you saw a cleaning van around 2:00 A.M. Is that correct?” 


     “Yes, I have bladder problems,” the woman said with a frown. “All night I’m up and down, like a jack-in-the-box. Early this morning, I got up, and headed toward the bathroom, but the window in my bedroom looks out on the street. I heard a noise that got my attention, so I looked out.”   


     Catching her breath after such a long sentence, the witness went on to say she peeked through the curtain and the venetian blinds to see what caused the commotion outside. The reason she remembered the time was Harold, her husband had the alarm set for 2:00 A.M to go fishing, and it went off right while she looked out the window.  


     “Like to have scared me to death. I just knew they heard me holler. Caused me some distress. Like I said, bladder problems,” she stated with a red face. 


     “Did they look up? Maybe notice you looking out the window?” Maude asked, ignoring the woman’s bladder concerns.  


     “No, didn’t seem to hear nothing,” Mrs. Trulove replied. “I saw what they were driving,” she said, as if suddenly remembering. “A van, dark color, couldn’t tell if it was blue or black. Big one. No sign on it, but I saw someone lift a vacuum cleaner out of the back, and another one opened a side door, and took out a bucket and a mop.” 


     “Did you see the license plate?” Calhoun asked, ready to write. 


     “Why, no, didn’t even try. Why should I care if Mr. Allen wants to clean his apartment that time of morning?” 


     “Did you see anything else?” Maude asked patiently. She was familiar with the behavior of older people, and how difficult it was to keep some of them on track.  


     “Well, now that you ask, I did notice a woman get out of the driver side. Saw her when she lit a cigarette. Long hair, but don’t know what color. You’ll have to excuse me. I have go to the little girl’s room.” The apartment door closed abruptly, leaving the detectives with surprised expressions. 


     They waited a bit, and then knocked several times, but Mrs. Trulove never returned. 


     “I guess she was done,” Maude said walking away.  


     “At least we know more than we did,” Calhoun responded. “Just like you thought, someone cleaned up your partner’s place.” 


     “Dang, Calhoun, I saw that van this morning. It pulled away from the curb just as I drove up. I was too busy to pay attention,” she said angrily. “What was I thinking? I should have followed them.” 


     “Maude, there have been cars coming and going since we parked here, but we haven’t worried about them. I expect you weren’t thinking about vans and cleaning services this morning. You were trying to find your partner.” 


     “But he could have been in the back of that van, and maybe I watched them drive off with him.”  


     “Maybe he was, but how could you know?”  


     “Should have, that’s my job. Give me a minute, Calhoun. I’m going to call it in. Captain is sending out some officers, maybe they can keep an eye out for the van. It’s a long shot, but right now that’s all we have.” 


     Calhoun listened, and then remembered what he wanted to tell Maude. “The lady said her husband would be home from fishing tomorrow. I could come back and talk to him if Detective Allen is still not back to work.” 


     “Good initiative Calhoun,” Maude said, “She say what time?” 


     “Yes ma’am, when I first asked, she said he was gone till tomorrow night about supper time. You really think they loaded your partner in the back of that van?” 


     “Something like that Calhoun,” Maude answered, turning toward the street where they were parked. She hadn’t forgotten the oversight that might have meant the difference in saving Joe’s life, but her thoughts had turned back to the job. “The question is why. What did Joe know that was worth kidnapping a police officer? And am I making too much out of his absence?” 


     “Yes, ma’am, that’s what I was wondering,” Calhoun responded, following behind her retreating figure. “Not the part about making too much out of it.” 


     “Let up on the ma’ams, will you Calhoun? Just call me Maude like most everyone else does,” she said, sliding into the driver’s seat. “So you think I could be right? My partner is in a bad way?” 


     “I don’t know, Maude.” Calhoun said. “But it seems better to think something bad might have happened, instead of making too little of him being absent. I know if it was me, I’d appreciate someone being concerned like you are. What next? Knock on more doors up and down the street?” 


     “Later, after they wake up, we’ll come back. Seems everyone on this street sleeps late or leaves early. And thanks, Calhoun.” 


     She sat for a moment and thought of what else they could do. “Since we know the phone’s last location, we go back to the landfill, and scout around in the daylight, looking for Joe’s cell. I have a bad feeling it was thrown away after he called me--maybe by whoever sterilized his apartment.  Call IT and ask if they have any news. Maybe it has shown up somewhere else.” 


     “I’m on it, Maude,” Calhoun said as he dialed his cell. He received the runaround at first, but finally, he was put in touch with a crime lab clerk who put him on hold for a minute before returning with the file. 


     “Nope,” she said. “Nothing since the 2:00 A.M. finding. Evidently the phone wasn’t used after that.” 


     “Technology, something new every day,” Maude said when Calhoun reported the conversation. “I’m too old for this stuff,” she said from the car’s driver seat. 


     “How old are you, Miss, er…Maude?” 


     “None of your business,” she flung back at him. A small grin started in the corner of her mouth at his boldness. Even a boy from Iowa knew not to ask a woman her age unless it was necessary. “Let’s just say I remember when the Pledge of Allegiance didn’t have “under God” in it.  


     “Oh. You are kind of old,” he said without thinking. 


     “Dang right, so treat me gently or I might break,” she said, her grin getting wider with each word. 


     “I’m glad you can laugh with your partner missing. Must be tough not knowing what happened to him.” 


     Maude grew serious again. “Yes,” she said, “It’s frustrating, and I’m concerned for his safety. He has kids, you know.” 


     “You said. Makes it worse,” he replied nodding, thinking of his own son. 


     “Yes it does,” she agreed. “But we’ll find him. And we might have to kick some butts in the process.” 


     “Yes ma’am, that might happen,” Calhoun said forcefully. 


    

      


    


  




  

     Chapter 4. 


     Daytime at the dump was no better than it had been a few hours earlier. But it was necessary, as far as Maude was concerned. Now they were looking for Joe’s cell phone, a needle in a rotting haystack. If she could find the phone, there was a good chance she could find out who he’d been in touch with the night before.  


     “Pray we find it quickly,” she said to Calhoun. “Pray he isn’t out here with it,” she said under her breath. 


     Maude had to do something, and this was the only useful thing she could think of. She’d gone through his desk, looking for post-it notes that might give a clue to his whereabouts, but nothing stood out. A few obscure dates were written on his calendar, possibly personal appointments down the road. 


     Joe didn’t have a car of his own; he walked a lot, and rode the bus sometimes. Once in a while he took one of the unmarked cars home with him, but he usually chose to ride his bike to work in good weather. He wasn’t a health nut, but he was extremely active. He wore safety glasses, a helmet, and work-out clothes, choosing to carry his work clothing in a backpack. He had no regular girlfriend, other than Lilly Ann, Maude’s niece, but he often went home to see his mama in Dallas. A regular guy, there was no weirdness associated with Joe. 


     “Drat it, this stinks,” Maude yelled after stepping in a bag of wet garbage. Her boots were coated with unknown substances, but they had not found anything in the goo. “Joe is going to get a strong talking to when he shows up,” she said to Calhoun. “Mark my words.” 


     “Maude, excuse me for interrupting, but I think I might have found something. It’s a wallet.” 


     “Get a clean pair of gloves to open it, Calhoun. Don’t get crap on the inside where we might find prints,” Maude yelled.  


     “Will do,” he yelled back. “I learned that a few years ago.”  


     “Let me see,” Maude said, having quickly crossed the distance between them. “Yep, that’s his,” she said. “I’ve seen it before. See the Mickey Mouse face on the insert? His boys gave it to him last year. Joe was here, and he wouldn’t have given up his wallet without a fight. Where did you find it? Show me the exact spot.” 


     A thorough canvass of the area proved fruitless. Maude said a prayer of thanks under her breath that her work partner wasn’t lying injured, or even dead in that stinking mess. 


     “Calhoun,” she said aloud, “let’s go to the lab--see if they can give us a hurry-up on any prints on the wallet. Maybe someone took it from him and threw it away. Meanwhile, you call dispatch, and let them know our location. 


     Maude felt helpless, and wished for one spark of luck in finding a clue to Joe’s disappearance. The frustration made her want to light one of her unfiltered cigarettes, but for many months, she had practiced a strict regimen, and hadn’t broken it yet. “Too many bad habits,” she said of herself.  


     The consumption of gin wasn’t something she considered a bad habit. Her drinking had become a potential killer, and she wasn’t ready to die, even though a couple of times, she had been so drunk she had operated by instinct alone, and remembered nothing of the incident when she sobered. It was an eye-opener to learn that, especially after surviving the personal struggles she went through when her only brother died of a drug overdose.  


     “Legal, illegal, what does it matter. Either will wipe you out,” her AA sponsor said once. Maude liked the finality of : ‘no more’, ‘cold turkey’, ‘plugging the jug’, and other metaphors used to describe ways to quit drinking. All of it meant one thing—stay off booze. 


     “Ah man. What I wouldn’t give for an uncomplicated life,” she said aloud. 


     Calhoun looked across the bench seat and spoke, “Maude, you say something?” 


     “Nah, just grousing,” she replied.  


     Back in the homicide squad room, Captain Patterson agreed it was time, that Detective Allen had been out of contact long enough to be classified as missing. Because he was a police officer, the rules of a minimum number of lapsed hours absent were not as stringent as they might be for a runaway teenager.  


     The county sheriff, and other law enforcement agencies were being notified by dispatch, and Maude was glad to know Joe’s welfare was finally being considered seriously. Hoping she could catch Betty Sinclare before the woman got off work, Maude went directly to the rooms dedicated to the electronic and digital equipment of the Police Department. Betty was leaning on her elbow, typing one-handed when Maude spotted her at the desk. 


     “Hey Betty, thought I’d look in on you. See if you were hurt this morning. You know, earlier?” 


     Sinclare cut her eyes toward the man standing in the doorway between IT (Information Technology) and Dispatch, and replied vaguely, “Oh yes, I remember. Everything is fine now.” 


     Maude looked across the room and spotted a detective she knew. She nodded and continued her conversation. “I’m glad. By the way, any news about Detective Allen?” 


     “Uh, no, nothing,” Sinclare replied. “No one has seen him, or reported hearing from him after midnight. Except you.” 


     “All right,” Maude mumbled. “Thank you.” She left the woman at work on the computer, and returned to her and Joe’s office. 


     Calhoun was busy transferring information from his pocket notes to a form used by the police department. He looked up with a blank expression, and caught Maude watching him. 


     “Thought I’d write while you were busy,” he said, explaining why he was sitting at Detective Allen’s desk. 


     “That’s fine, Calhoun. I’m sure Joe won’t care that you sat in his chair.” 


     Thinking she probably was a sight after her hasty trip from the house that morning, Maude headed into the women’s restroom, favoring her right knee as she walked. She opened the door, and stared into the mirror above the small sink. The face that greeted her looked tired and used, the eyes, usually sparkling, dulled by worry.  


     “My lord, I’ve let this color go too long,” she said of her hair. The greyish blonde locks were curled across her head, a gift of heredity from her father whom she had no use for even in memory. Her long, slender neck was still youthful, belying her age, and the few lines across her face were mostly near her eyes. “At least I have all my teeth,” she said to the mirror, imagining herself with slick gums. Turning her head this way and that, she counted the man-made porcelain deposits in her mouth. “So there’s a cement truck load of fillings. They still do what they’re supposed to do.” 


     “Maude, you admiring yourself?” Bob Eberhart, a fellow detective asked. He could see her in the open door, and knew her well enough to interrupt her solitude. 


     “Might be. What’s wrong with a girl trying to look good?” she asked. 


     “Nothing. Just don’t make a career of it,” Bob said with a straight face. 


     “Humph,” she responded. “No matter how long I stand here, the picture doesn’t improve.” 


     “As all such endeavors go,” Bob answered. “What about Joe? Any news? Is he really MIA?” 


     “Been out of touch a long time. Something went down, Bob. I’m feeling as useless as a prayer book in a cat house. Because no matter where I look, there’s just no sign of him. Do you have any idea of what he might have been working on last night?”  


     “No, none. He left work for a while between shifts, and then returned after a short time. You should remember, he was right behind you on the way out the door.” 


     “Yeah, he seemed preoccupied, and didn’t say much when he headed outside. Did he ride his bike, or get a ride?” 


     “I think I remember him asking someone for a ride. When I saw him again, he came through the door and went right to work. I stayed over a few hours, trying to get caught up on some back work,” he said, explaining why he had been on the job late the evening before. 


     “Any idea what he was working on?” 


     “Maude, I wish I knew. All I saw was his notebook in his hand. I figured he was transcribing, so I didn’t bother him. Now I wish I had.” 


     “What I wouldn’t give for that little book right now,” she lamented. “There’s no paperwork indicating what he did last night. Did he talk to anyone on shift before you left?” 


     “I don’t know,” Bob said. “I know he was on the phone for a while.” 


     “The house phone?” she asked. 


     “Yeah, he took a call about 7:00 P.M. After that, I left, and went home,” Bob said. 


     Maude called the dispatch office to ask about phone calls the evening before. Geraldine Adams, the employee who answered, had relieved Betty Sinclare for lunch break. She had been with the department for a while. She was a tall black woman with an attitude, and Maude liked her the minute she met her six months earlier.  


     “Gerry, you working tens?”  


     “Nah, twelves. Nine to nine. What you want, Maude? I know you didn’t call me to find out my work schedule?” 


     “Right,”’ she said chuckling. “Wondering if you remember a phone call about 7:00 to 7:30 last night? Someone calling for Joe.” 


     “Sure do. I took the call. It was a man. He asked for Detective Allen, as though he knew him, but not well. You know,” she said apologetically, “when someone calls like that we don’t usually ask what they want. Maybe we should though,” she added to herself. 


     “Don’t blame yourself, Gerry, if Joe was in jeopardy from a phone call, he could have told someone. Could have been a friend calling.” 


     “I wish I knew more to tell you,” the woman replied. 


     “Calhoun, you ready to take another ride to Joe’s neighborhood, talk to some more neighbors? Maybe they’re awake. We’ll go a little ways down from the apartment. Maybe someone found his bike. I figure he rode it to work, and intended riding home, or hitching a ride if the weather got bad. Anyway, the office is too quiet, and I need to be busy, even though I feel we’re going in circles. Let’s go.” 


     She hadn’t given him an option, but Calhoun didn’t mind, it was fine with him that Maude called the shots. He felt lucky to be there in the first place. There were a dozen police officers who wanted a cherished detective slot--especially one in homicide. After the promotional tests, Captain Patterson had promised Calhoun a place in the section as soon as someone retired. In the meantime, he was learning, and it wouldn’t go to waste.  


     “When we get there, take your notebook, and go knock on street-side doors. They’re mostly residential, single family beyond the complex where Joe lives. Ask the right questions--maybe someone will accidentally say something important.” 


     “On my way,” Calhoun said, setting out as soon as his feet hit the sidewalk.  


     Maude watched him for a minute, interested to know his methods. Meanwhile, she took the path that Joe would have taken on his bicycle, believing that something had gone wrong early in the evening, and he had been caught up in it before the night was over. 


     The first house she visited was vacant, with a real estate sign in front, and Maude noticed cobwebs on the front door as if it had been a long while since the house had been shown by a realtor. Can’t sell it if you don’t show it, she thought.  


     Her next stop was at an imitation brown stone, complete with two stories and large, wooden doors. The plastic siding had begun to deteriorate, and white spots of erosion along the seams were glaring in the bright spring sunlight. A quick knock on the door produced a hollow sound, indicating the material was sub-standard for an exterior opening.  


     Finally a man answered Maude’s knock and asked her business. 


     “Maude Rogers,” she said firmly, looking him in the eye. “I’m a homicide detective with the Madison Police Department. I need to ask you a few questions. May I come in?”  


     The man frowned, and stepped onto the porch. “No, I have my house dark for processing film. I’m a photographer. But go ahead. Ask me what you want to know. Just hurry please. My film is readied in my darkroom.”  


     “Oh, sorry to disturb you, Mr...?”   


     “Bradley. Thomas Bradley. Perhaps you’ve heard of me.” 


     “Uh, no, I haven’t Mr. Bradley. I’m not much into the arts. I am, however, canvassing the neighbors along the street where one of our detectives rides his bike almost daily, and I wonder if you’ve ever seen him.” 


     “You mean today?” 


     “Yes, and yesterday morning, late evening, and night. Did you see him? This picture of him is fairly recent,” she said, showing him a snap shot of Joe she had taken in the office a year before. 


     “Does he wear a uniform?” 


     “No, Mr. Bradley, he’s a detective, and wears plain clothes. Sometimes when he’s on his bike he wears shorts and a helmet.” Maude said. “Did you see him yesterday?” 


     “Um, no, he doesn’t look familiar. No, never saw him before,” Bradley assured her. 


     “Mr. Bradley, this officer has been riding his bicycle to work for the last year, sometimes twice and three times a day down this sidewalk, and you’re sure you’ve never seen him?” 


     “That’s right. I’m sure. Don’t remember him.” 


     “What about Mrs. Bradley. Is she available? “ 


     “Uh, no. She’s out of town at her mother’s place on the beach. A writer. She likes to get away. But I’ll tell her you asked about your fellow officer.” 


     “You do that, Mr. Bradley. But I’ll need the address where she’s staying.” 


     “Sure,” Bradley said, “But it’s remote. You’ll have to use Google maps to find her.” 


     “Thank you. I will do my best,” Maude remarked. Although upset by Bradley’s elusive answers, she was determined to keep her cool. “So what is that address?” 


     “All I have is a post office box,”’ Bradley said. 


     “What about a phone?” she asked. “Does she have one?” 


     “No, no phones. Serena likes privacy and solitude. I have to wait for her calls when she goes into town.” 


     “Fine, Mr. Bradley. Give me the address,” she said one last time. 


     “Alright, it’s P.O. Box 12, Aurora Beach, Brownsville, Texas. 80213.” 


     Maude replaced her notebook in the pocket of her blazer, and glanced back as she walked away. She noticed Bradley’s window shades were pulled in front, and on the side. The garage set-up was like her own, an afterthought of the owners. A long driveway on the south side of the house led to a building with closed, overhead doors, and Maude would have liked to look inside. With the location of the house and drive, she wondered how Bradley could have missed seeing Joe some of the times he pedaled by on his way to and from work. 


     “He couldn’t have,” she decided. After a while, Joe would have become a familiar sight to those who lived there. 


    

      


    


  




  

     Chapter 5. 


     Calhoun had a few things to report when they got together later, but only one was worth considering. The man in the house adjacent to the northwest side of the apartments remembered seeing a black van the night before. It had pulled up on the street, and its occupants unloaded their cleaning equipment noisily before entering the apartment building. The resident didn’t know what apartment was cleaned by the van’s crew, but he remembered seeing a red-haired woman driving, and unloading the van.  


       “Real pretty,” he told Calhoun. “A woman who would get your attention, even if she wore a housedress and slippers.” 


     “What time was that?” Maude asked. 


     “About 2:00 A.M. the man said.” 


     “He sure?” Maude asked. 


     “Yeah, pretty sure. Said he had been at the hospital with a sick friend and came home about that time. 


     The third cigarette of the day was usually Maude’s lifeline, allowing enough nicotine in her bloodstream to revive her for several hours. “I don’t know why I don’t totally quit,” she admitted to Calhoun as she reached for her butane lighter. “I think it’s more the idea of smoking I don’t want to give up.” 


     “What do we do next Maude?” Calhoun asked, “Keep asking at doors? Maybe you should switch to that nicotine gum.” 


     “Gum? No, too many fillings in my choppers,” she said, glancing at her teeth in the car’s side mirror. She took a few puffs, and stomped out the butt before putting it in the cellophane wrapper of her almost-empty pack. 


     “I think we owe it to Joe to keep it up,” she said, returning to Calhoun’s question. “There are two more houses, about a block and a half down the street. I want to ask there. Come, you can go with me. A young fellow like you probably needs a lot of exercise. You’ll forgive me if I complain, but by knees hurt like blazes.” 


     “Oh, sorry, ma’am. Want me to carry you?” 


     Maude gave him a strange look. “You asking to carry me like I’m someone with a broke back? Did I say I couldn’t walk? How would it look with my long, skinny legs almost to the street if you were to carry me? “ 


     “I was making a joke, Maude.” Calhoun’s face was beet red, and he stammered terribly. 


     Maude laughed and slammed him on the back, “Got you, Calhoun. Of course I knew you were joking. Besides, you’d never get me off the ground if you tried to lift me. I’m heavier than I look.” She looked his way again. “Sorry, I’m a horse’s patooty,” she said sincerely. 


     Calhoun laughed hollowly. His attempt at humor had failed him, and he wished for a hole in the ground deep enough to cover his own long legs. 


     The next house offered very little for the detective, and the detective wannabe.  A woman and her husband had just moved in, and knew no one in the neighborhood, but swore they would keep their eyes open for any sign of the man on the bicycle. 


     “We came up with a lot of nothing,” Maude grumbled.  


     “Okay. Can we grab something to eat before we go back to the office? I know it’s way past lunch, but I’m hungry.” 


     “Sure,” she said, looking at her watch. “ It’s already two o’clock. Didn’t mean to starve you; I could use a bite myself since I missed breakfast.” Just as they turned to go, Maude’s cell rang, and it was Mrs. Trulove reporting that her husband had returned that morning, after the detectives left. “You can come and talk to him if you want,” she said.  


     “Be right there,” Maude replied. She turned to Calhoun and pointed toward the apartments. “At last, one thing going our way. Eating has to be put off for a bit longer, Calhoun.” 


     Kenneth Trulove had come home early after his wife called him. He was currently tied up under the sink. “Dishwasher leaks,” his wife said. “He’s been promising to fix it for a month. Today, after you folks left, there was enough water on the floor to float a boat. Had to call him with the bad news. That’s what got him back.” 


     “We won’t take much of his time,” Maude said, eyeing the man’s feet and legs sticking out of the sink cabinet. “He can get right back to the job. I find such work interesting, because I’m a homeowner too,” she said, peeking under the cabinet where the man was struggling with a pipe. “Maybe I could learn to fix my own plumbing,” she mused. “Of course, you need good knees to get down on all fours. That might put the quietus to my repairs.” 


     “Excuse me detective, but are you talking to me?” Eleanor Trulove asked. She stood nearby-- apron in hand, unsure what to do next. 


     “Oh, sorry, just wool-gathering. Mr. Trulove, can you come out from there for a few minutes?” she asked. 


     “What? Who’s talking?” The voice came from deep in the cabinet where the homeowner struggled with a wayward drain pipe. 


     “Maude Rogers, homicide detective, and this is Calhoun Monroe working with me today. I wonder if you could give me a little of your time?”  She asked, leaning into the opening where the business end of Kenneth Trulove was engrossed in his job. 


     “Lodgers? No we don’t take in lodgers, no room. Besides, the whole danged place is like the dishwasher—worn out, falling apart. Don’t know why we pay rent, and have to fix our own stuff.”  


     Mr. Trulove must have a hearing problem, Maude thought. She tapped him on the back, near the low waistline of his khakis, careful not to touch the visible crack between his cheeks.  Raising her voice, she tried again, “Come out, sir, we’re the police and we have a few questions for you.” 


     “Why didn’t you say so?” Trulove replied, scooting back on all fours. He raised his head and stared at Maude and Calhoun, his eyes bloodshot from being upside down. “What can I do for you?” he asked. 


     “When you left the house for work this morning, did you see anyone else outside, parked on the street?” 


     Trulove coughed and nodded. “Sure did, nice-looking woman and her helper. I was on my way to the shower when I heard the banging noises outside. The window was dark, so I looked out, and that’s when I saw them under the street light. Looked like they had jumpsuits on, you know, like cleaning folks wear.” 


     “Did you get a good look at them? Maybe see them up close?” 


     “Well, I think I saw enough I would know her if I saw her again,” Trulove replied. “She was a looker,” he added. He looked sideways to see Eleanor glaring at him. “Well, she was,” he said defiantly. 


     Recognizing the makings of a domestic quarrel close at hand, Maude hurried on to the next question before more words about the attractiveness of the cleaning woman could be said.  


     “Ever see either of them before?” she asked. 


     “Don’t believe so,” the man answered. “I’d remember her,” he added in a more subdued tone. 


     “Would you describe her, sir?” Calhoun asked with his pen poised to write the details. 


     “Tallish, long, red hair, shapely. Couldn’t see her eyes, but it appeared she was pretty in the face.” 


     “How could you tell the color of her hair, Mr. Trulove?” Maude asked.  


     “She got in the van and the window was down on the curb side. In the dash light I could see her hair. My ears are bad, but my eyes work good. Seemed she was on the phone, talking to someone and smoking. Then she got out of the van, went out of sight. I guess she followed the man back to the cleaning job.” 


     “Did she see you?” Calhoun asked. 


     “Doubt it,” he said. “No light on in the house. They didn’t seem to be looking toward the windows.” 


     “How about the man? What did he look like?” 


     “Couldn’t tell much about him, but he was about her height. That’s all I could see. He left before she did. I told you that.” 


     “Thank you, Mr. Trulove,” Maude said as she moved to go. “Is it hard to fix a dishwasher?” 


     “Not too bad,” he replied, groaning as he went back to the floor. “Hard on the knees and back. Save a plumber’s fee, but if it leaks, and you don’t catch it, you’ll do more damage than a truck full of plumbers would have cost.” 


     “I see,” she said, thinking of her last plumber’s bill. “Could save a lot of money though. I used to have a fellow in my rent house. He could do most any kind of repairs. Loved that man, but he moved on.” 


     “Sorry for your loss. You were close to him?” Calhoun asked. 


     “Oh, he didn’t die,” she said. “He just moved on. Somewhere in Louisiana, where his kids lived.” 


     “My mistake,” the young man replied, hoping they could get back on the street quickly before he made a real faux pas that might cost him his dignity.  


     “Good bye, Eleanor, Kenneth,” Maude said loudly. “We may see you again if we need an ID of one or both the persons you saw.” 


    

      


    


  




  

     Chapter  6. 


     “Did we learn anything from that interview?” Calhoun asked. 


     “What do you think?” Maude replied. 


     “Not much, except the old man was eying the woman. Probably something he does most every time one gets out of a car.” 


     “Uh huh,” she said. “But the woman he saw had certain characteristics. She’s the driver, probably owns the car, because she smokes in it. Maybe the person in charge. Good-looking woman, longish hair. Probably young, no more than thirty, forty. Most older women wouldn’t wear their hair down. Tall, as tall as the man, and sure of herself, of getting her way. Notice, she wasn’t concerned others might see her. She is accustomed to work, so she’s not from a wealthy background. Recall, Calhoun, they cleaned the apartment. She would have participated. All in all, a determined young woman.” 


     “And the man?” Calhoun asked, fascinated by what she had just said.  


     “He’s the opposite of all she is. Probably older, maybe has some money, or is coming in to money. Usually passive, willing for his woman to manage his life.” 


     “But what do they have to do with the detective?” Calhoun asked, puzzled by Maude’s picture of the couple. 


     “I have no idea,” she said. “But I intend for us to find out. Now how about that late lunch? Tacos okay with you?” 


     “My favorite,” Calhoun replied. “I could eat a barrel of them with  a side of cold root beer.” 


     “Me too,” she said, rubbing her stomach, “but no root beer. Gives me gas.” 


     After a late lunch-early dinner-at Maude’s favorite eatery, they returned to the office to put it all together, hoping to reach a conclusion, and find Joe  before the day was over. She was accustomed to the hours, but Calhoun yawned around 6:00 P.M., and she gave him a sympathetic look. 


     “If you want to go home, go,” she said firmly. “Joe is my partner, and it’s up to me to find him. You don’t need to go along.” 


     She nodded at the two detectives that came in for the night shift. “They can go with me,” she added. 


     “I can stay until about eight, then my wife needs me home to help with the Cal, if that’s alright.” 


     “Yes, that will be fine. Meanwhile, is there anyone on our list who needs looking at again?” 


     “Can’t say anyone has struck me as lying,” Calhoun said. “But I’m not always good at catching a liar.” 


     “Probably a good thing. Look at me. I’m suspicious of everybody, even you, Calhoun Monroe.” 


     “Me?” He squeaked. “Why would I want to get rid of a homicide detective?” 


     “His job maybe,” she said, staring at the young man’s face. “You stand to be promoted if Joe doesn’t return. “ 


     “Are you funning me, Maude?” Calhoun’s bucked teeth were chattering at the thought that he was a suspect in Joe’s disappearance. 


     “Well, I just said I was suspicious of everyone. Didn’t really mean you,” she added.  


     “Oh good lord. Thanks be to God. I just knew I was about to be arraigned.” 


     “Calhoun, you have to quit taking yourself so seriously. I just said, I was suspicious of everybody,” she repeated. “That wasn’t meant to accuse you. You young people sometimes don’t hear what’s being said. Now back to our investigation, who strikes you wrongly. Think hard.” 


     “How about that fellow who said his wife was out of town? Did we ever hear from her? He said it was a post office box, but when I searched for Brownsville beach houses on Google, I got plenty of addresses from the little side streets. The box number he gave us didn’t pan out. Maybe because the Post Office doesn’t have a numbering system like the emergency response people insist on.” 


     “Good follow up, Calhoun. What else did you find out?” 


     “Let me read the text that just came in.”  


     “Miralda J. Scarborough, PO Box 12, 133 Sandy Point, Aurora Beach, Brownsville, Texas. She has a daughter listed as her next of kin. Serena Bradley, Madison, Texas.” 


     “Bingo,” Maude said loudly. “That’s our girl. So Thomas Bradley lied about that. What other lies did he tell? See if the mama has a land line, Calhoun. We might get lucky.” 


     “Matter of fact, she does, 303- 555-2030. Want me to call it?” 


     “By all means, Calhoun. You found it, now call it. Good work.”  


    

      


    


  




  

     Chapter 7. 


     “Mrs. Scarborough, my name is Calhoun Monroe, and I’m with the Madison, Texas, Police Department. I wonder if we might speak for a moment?”  


     “Yes ma’am, Madison, Texas. Where your daughter lives. You see, we need to ask her some questions, and her husband. Yes, he said his name is Thomas Bradley. He said Mrs. Bradley is at the beach house. That she is a writer, and likes the privacy of the beach. Oh yes, he did reassure us of that. He said she doesn’t have a cell phone. What? You said she does have a phone? Wonder if you might give me the number. Oh yes ma’am. You can call me back. Just look up the number for the Madison Police Department, and ask for homicide. Oh, I should have told you. I’m sorry, this is the homicide division. Please call me back Mrs. Scarborough.” 


     “She thinks I’m playing a prank, or scamming her,” Calhoun said to Maude. “She sounds worried, so I think she will call back.” 


     Maude nodded, and wished for her nightly cigarette. Inside, she was nervous and hopeful all at the same time. They might have found a connection that would lead back to Joe! 


     The phone rang, and the voice on the line was the same woman, a shaken Miralda Scarborough. 


     “Officer Monroe? I believe you. My daughter’s phone is 512-998-0909. Please call her and make sure she is alright. I tried to call after I talked to you, but the phone went to voice mail.” 


     “We will make every effort to get in touch with your daughter, Mrs. Scarborough. We promise to keep you informed.” 


     “Two lies,” Maude said after the call disconnect, “Thomas Bradley is racking up no-good points.” 


     “What next?” Calhoun asked, excited by the prospect of a break in the case. 


     “You can go home, Calhoun,” Maude said. “It’s almost 8:00 o’clock. The other two detectives will be back from dinner break shortly. It’s late for kids to be up. We’ll have the Brownsville police go out to the beach house. Meanwhile, I’d like to bring Thomas Bradley in for more questioning.” 


     “But…you might need me along with you,” Calhoun said with a slight stutter. 


     “You said you need to go. I’m giving you the go ahead to leave. We can take it from here without you. You’ve done good work, Calhoun.” 


     “If it’s okay with you, Maude, I’ll tag along,” Calhoun replied. 


     “Alright then, if you’re determined. Let’s go pick up the photographer, and see why he lied to us. Remember, we try to get him to admit what he’s done. Don’t want him screaming for a lawyer. Meanwhile, try that number for Serena Bradley.” 


     “Yes ma’am,” Calhoun said, placing the call. After numerous rings, the cell went to voice mail, and he left a message for Serena to call the Madison Police Department, and ask for homicide detective Maude Rogers. “All done, Maude,” Calhoun said. “I sure hope we can find your partner before more people come up missing.”  


     They checked in with dispatch before leaving, and took Maude’s city car to Bradley’s house. It was about a half-mile north of Joe’s apartment, four or so miles from the Cop Shop. Madison was a medium-sized city, with a population of less than a hundred thousand on the last census, but that was nine years ago. Since then, it had surely added at least another ten thousand, after two major employers located on its outer boundaries. As for the crime index of small to medium cities, Madison was on the extreme end, with at least ten or more murders racked up each year. As with most growing populations, tensions in Madison often grew and exploded, counting human lives as coup on the belt of progress. 


     Thomas Bradley, according to police records, had been in trouble three times, and each offense concerned his behavior with women. The first two were misdemeanor assaults when Bradley was under seventeen years old, and had been dismissed due to his age, and lack of evidence. Later, a family violence charge had been placed against Bradley when his wife, Serena Ruiz Bradley, age twenty-six years old, attested to an alleged assault by her husband. Charges were dropped when the wife withdrew her complaint, but his juvenile record had already been unsealed, allowing the old information to be seen. 


     Maude read the report and frowned, now concerned for the man’s wife. “What did the Brownsville cops say when you touched base with them?” 


     Calhoun thought for a moment and sipped his root beer. “No sign anyone has been at the beach house for some time.  No one has seen Serena Bradley in months.” 


     “I hope she got away,” Maude said quietly. “It’s been my experience that men who assault women don’t stop, if anything, they grow bolder as our system of justice forgives their bad behavior.” 


     “You think he might have harmed her? But what would that have to do with your partner?” 


     “I don’t know, but I’m beginning to believe Thomas Bradley holds the answers to our questions. He knows more than he’s said about Joe’s disappearance.” 


     A couple of miles from the Cop Shop, Maude received a call from the desk sergeant. A body wrapped in a pink quilt had been found buried in loose soil near the land field. As the detective on duty, she needed to report to the site as soon as possible. Calhoun quickly turned the car around and turned on the lights, prepared to show up at the landfill once again. Of course there was no need to hurry if there was a dead body, but the thought it might be Joe gave Maude such a fright she couldn’t focus on irrelevant facts. 


     “Hurry Calhoun,” she urged, ‘if they’ve found Joe, I want to know. I can drive if you want to play it safe.” 


     “No ma’am, I’ll get us there,” he said, planting his foot firmly on the accelerator. The car jumped, and careened near the edge of the road before straightening out.  


     “I believe you will,” Maude said. “Thank you.” 


     “Don’t mention it,” the young officer said politely. 


     James Patterson had arrived, resplendent in his tuxedo, from the nights festivities back at City Hall.  


     “Sorry you were disturbed, Maude said as she walked by him. “Any identification made yet?” 


     “No, not yet. The body was found by cadaver dogs. It was wrapped in a homemade quilt, in two feet of dirt on the perimeter of county property. If it had been over the fence, it might have stayed there for years. The owners are a big corporation out of Houston, and seldom come to our part of the country.” 


     “Our lucky day,” she said lightly, praying it wasn’t Joe in such an ignominious place as the city-county dump. 


     “What are we waiting for?” Maude asked impatiently.  


     “Crime scene folks didn’t have the body out of the grave when I got here,” Patterson said. 


     “I’m going to find out,” she insisted, walking toward the crime scene.  


     “Watch yourself, Maude. The news vans got here about the same time I did. Don’t give them anything to film.” 


      “I won’t,” she said over her shoulder. 


     She was always impressed by people who knew their jobs so well they could do them in the dark. Two experienced technicians were on hand at the gravesite. Maude knew them well, and respected what they did. She knew that if it was Joe in the ground, they would treat him gently. 


     Up close, under the bright lights, she breathed deeply, and almost cried out upon seeing the long brown hair falling out of the pink and green quilt. Thank God, it isn’t Joe in the pit. The victim was a female, youngish, in her twenties. The back of her head was crushed. A heavy blunt object had been used to bludgeon her, but an autopsy would tell the cause of her death. There was little blood on the site, an indication the woman was killed somewhere else, and moved there for burial. Maude scooted closer, and observed the pale skin now smudged with blood and mud, and recognized the victim from the picture her mother had sent by text. It was Serena Bradley: wife of Thomas, writer, a victim of a brutal murderer. In her folded hands lay Joe’s cell phone. Maude knew it by the piece of tape attached to the back. She had seen it before. 


     Maude was the detective on duty on a technicality. She had stayed over at the Cop Shop while the night detectives were on dinner break. By showing up at the landfill, she and Calhoun had put themselves in the middle of a case she was slightly familiar with. Thomas Bradley’s wife had just turned up dead, making his connection to Joe’s disappearance even darker. The sight of the phone nearly sent Maude over the top. 


     “Captain, before this, Calhoun and I were about to visit the victim’s house, to speak with the husband. We can go now, and bring him downtown for the interview. It’s murder for sure, and he may be up to his neck in it.” 


     “I’m sorry you got caught in this,” Patterson said, eyeing the cell as technicians pushed the phone’s power button, to no avail. “But it doesn’t look good for Detective Allen. It appears that he might have killed her, and dropped his phone as he buried her. You need to find him, and get him to turn himself in.” 


     “I know what it looks like Captain. But it wasn’t Joe who did this. I’ll stake my badge on it. Thomas Bradley must have killed his wife, kidnapped Joe, and set him up to take the fall. I just pray he didn’t kill Joe to cover his own butt.” 


     “Maude, you know I want to believe in Joe, but what I see is hard evidence that one of my detectives got into a lover’s quarrel and killed his girlfriend. Do your best to find Joe.” 


     “Yes sir,” she said distractedly, considering ways she might trap Bradley into telling the truth.  


     *** 


     “He thinks he got away with it,” Maude said to Calhoun as they sat in the car in the dark. Through Bradley’s open windows, they could hear music playing and see movement. 


     “You’re sure he did it?” Calhoun asked. 


     “Who else? It wasn’t Joe,” she replied. “Makes sense. Bradley lied about her being on the beach, but he’ll say she told him she was going, that she must have had an affair, and her lover killed her. We need to find the red-haired woman,” she said absently. “Let’s take him in, but not lean on him. Pretend we think he’s innocent. Don’t mention Joe’s phone or wallet. See if he rolls over on someone else.” 


     Thirty minutes later, a saddened Thomas Bradley was in the back of the city car, staring out the window. He had taken the death of his wife hard, crying real tears as far as Maude could see. To his credit, he didn’t make accusations about anyone who might have wanted to harm his wife, nor did he ask questions that might have put him in a bad light. 


     He’s smart, Maude thought. Knows some about the law. I must be very careful with Mr. Bradley. 


     When they passed by the desk sergeant, Maude winked, a signal she had set up with Benny Long some time back. When she had someone to interview that might be volatile, Long opened up a channel on a secondary radio that allowed him to listen in, and respond with officers if necessary. It was their system, and it cost nothing, but it had saved some face-pounding over the years.  


     “Mr. Bradley,” she said after she had read him his rights, “I hate like heck to ask these questions at so delicate a time, but we are investigating a murder, so bear with me.” Maude adopted a kind tone, even though she instinctively knew the man in the hot seat was guilty. Lord, forgive me for being such a phony-baloney, she thought, but you catch flies with a load of bull mess. 


     “No, go ahead,” the photographer said. “I know you have to ask.” 


     “Was your wife having an affair, Mr. Bradley?” Calhoun asked abruptly. 


     “I don’t know, but she might have been,” Bradley replied hesitantly. “Yes,” he said strongly, “Why deny it. She was seeing someone else.” 


     “Hm. Did you confront her, Mr. Bradley, or if not through outright accusation, how did you find out?” 


     “She…felt guilty, and told me she had been seeing someone she met at her gym class. I forgave her, of course, because I loved her. She said she was going to break it off, but my god, if I had known he was going to hurt her, I would never have agreed.” At that point, Bradley broke down, sobbing unmanly tears.  


     I could just puke, Maude thought. “Did you see the man, or get his name, Mr. Bradley?”  


     “No, neither, but she told me he loved her, and would be troublesome when she broke it off. Can I take a break, detective?” Bradley interjected. “Maybe have some coffee?” 


     “Of course, get him some coffee Detective Calhoun. Cream? Sugar?”   


     She settled back in the chair across the table from the bereaved man and watched his facial expressions. A myriad of thoughts went through her mind, not the least of which was to throttle the man pretending to love his wife. Maude scolded herself, and vowed to withhold any caustic remarks that might give away her true feelings. Interviewing a man whom she believed killed his wife required patience. He had to believe he was much smarter than any dumb cop who might question him. 


     “I think I can go on, now,” Bradley volunteered. His curly hair was mussed, and he ran his fingers through the light brown strands, trying to straighten them. Women would definitely be attracted to Thomas Bradley, Maude thought. He has that little-boy-lost look in his soft brown eye, and tremulous smile.  


     “Mr. Bradley, who was the man your wife had an affair with?” Maude asked. 


     “I’m scared to say it, especially in this setting. There’s too much against me, if I do. I mean, I know what I read in the papers about cops protecting their own, and I don’t want to get beaten,” Bradley said with a frightened look. “I think I need my lawyer,” he said quickly. 


     Calhoun jumped in quickly before Maude could say anything. The expression on her face was enough to warn him that all hell was about to break loose. “What are you saying, Bradley, that a cop was boinking your wife?” 


     “Yes, that‘s what I’m saying. And what about my lawyer?” Bradley had thought it through, and knew at what moment to drop the bomb.  “I will say no more until I am represented by counsel.” 


     “Lord almighty, I’ve been snookered,”” Maude said to the captain when they were alone in the office. “He set me up, put me through the traces, and I ran, just as he wanted. Now he can sit on his hands, let his lawyer take the lead, and he doesn’t have to admit to anything. I wish I had a drink,” she muttered.  


     “What’s he getting at Maude? Is he pointing the blame for his wife’s murder on Joe?” Patterson had followed most of the interview but not all. He hoped to catch the end of the banquet, and kept glancing at his watch. 


     “Yes, he is, all the way down to making it look like Joe cleaned his apartment to remove any of Serena’s blood stains. Bradley’s set to put the finger on Joe, to make him the fall guy who killed Serena Bradley, and then disappeared.” She was so mad she wanted to beat Bradley’s smug face in, and throw him to the alligators at the Madison zoo. 


     “Now I know he has everything to do with Joe’s disappearance,” she said angrily. “He got a little too smart for his own good, dropping that bomb, and then yelling for a lawyer. Truth is, up to the minute they found Joe’s cell I hadn’t really considered Bradley for anything other than his wife’s murder. But now I believe he tucked Joe away somewhere, and if he hasn’t killed him already, he will when he gets out of here. Joe’s disappearance will be proof of his guilt. The problem is, we have no reason to hold Bradley, and his lawyer will say we’re harassing him if we try for a confrontation. What I wouldn’t give for a search warrant.” 


     “You’ll never get it now.” The captain said on his way out the door. “I have men on this, you know. You aren’t working alone. It’s important to me to find Detective Allen if he’s been kidnapped.” 


     “Thanks Captain,” she said. “I have to believe he’s alive, and can’t get home. I hope we find him soon.” 


    

      


    


  




  

     Chapter 8. 


     The coffee in the pot was black and almost syrupy from being on the fire so long, but Maude didn’t notice or care. She was mentally beating herself up for playing Bradley’s game, and maybe getting him off for killing his wife and kidnapping Joe. It was obvious the man was claiming Joe was Serena Bradley’s lover, and had killed her because she threw him over for her marriage and husband. But Maude knew different, she knew Joe Allen, and his strict moral code that didn’t go along with dating married women, or killing anyone who didn’t try to kill him first. 


     She drank some of the thick brew and pondered her mistakes again. She should never have allowed Bradley to get the upper hand. But she got smug, believing herself to be his superior, and let him get ahead of her. Now she had to back door it and find a way to get her partner back. At the same time, she had to prove Serena’s husband killed her for another woman. A lot depended upon Bradley’s relationship with the red-haired woman.  


     They’d never get a search warrant for the photographer’s house without probable cause; in fact, the cops were the ones who appeared to be wrong, because of the cell phone in the victim’s hand. Getting a look into the photographer’s house would require skill, and an expertise that Maude didn’t possess. Thinking that, she remembered her niece, Lilly Ann, the long-legged girl who had often modeled women’s clothing to help pay for an expensive education. 


     Lilly Ann is the perfect choice, she thought. She has an investment in Joe’s future, and is savvy where it counts. She had dated Joe off and on for several months, and the relationship had begun to look serious to the rest of the family. But best of all, Lilly Ann was Joe’s friend, and would do whatever it took to help him out of a bad situation. We can protect her from start to finish, and she won’t be in any danger. 


     A phone call later, Maude’s stomach settled some, and she considered driving home. She lived on the outskirts of town, near the county line, and the drive often saved her from doing something rash. But how could she go home with Joe still missing? She drove toward Bradley’s house, and parked on the street, a block away, close enough she could see his house, but not close enough for him to make a legitimate complaint about harassment. She curled up on the front seat facing the front door of his house and waited. An hour or so later, exhaustion closed her eyes, and she slept uneasily for a few hours. When she awoke, stiff-jointed and in pain, Maude continued the drive to her house, hoping Bradley wouldn’t make any rash moves if he thought he was under surveillance. 


     Two extra- strength ibuprofen pills relieved the pain in her knees, and she lay on the bed, angry at what she felt was weakness in not being able to stay awake. She began dreaming almost immediately. In her nightmare, Joe was being chased by alligators and try as she might, Maude couldn’t get a direct hit on any of them. One of them opened its mouth and grinned, and it was Thomas Bradley’s face she saw. Somewhere between firing her weapon, and grabbing Joe out of the gator’s mouth, the alarm went off, and her eye’s opened to the harsh light of early morning. Quickly she called dispatch, and was told there was no more information concerning Joe’s disappearance. 


     The coffeepot was ready for turning on. She had set it the day before, knowing ahead how much she would need the caffeine. 


     “Whoever roasted the first coffee bean is my friend,” Maude said to Stray. “Too bad you don’t know the joys of a fresh cup of Folgers. A little on the strong side is the way I prefer it,” she said, continuing to speak to the silent animal.  


     The ringing of the house phone got Maude’s attention as she sat on the back porch of her house. Even though the weather was mild, she had covered her shoulders with a light throw, and wrapped both phones inside it.  


     “Hello,” she said into the receiver. In a second or two, Lilly Ann acknowledged that she was in the neighborhood, and asked her aunt to unlock the door. “It’s open,” Maude replied. “Knew you’d be on time,” she said confidently. “Coffee’s on the burner.” 


     Lilly Ann had changed since her relationship with Joe began. She seemed older, smarter, if possible, but definitely more determined to save her own happiness. In her makeover, she forbade Maude to call her Lilly Ann anymore. “It makes me sound too young. Too unprofessional.”  


     “Okay, how about Lilly? Is that okay? Or do you want me to call you Lillian?” 


     “No, Aunt Maude, Lilly will do just fine. Now about Joe, where do you think he might be?”  


     She’s like me there, gets right to the problem without much small talk, Maude thought. 


     “Lilly,” she said, trying the shortened name, “Lilly, as I told you on the phone last night, I fear for Joe’s safety. I don’t know where he is, but I pray he isn’t badly hurt.”   


     Lilly sipped her coffee delicately. Her natural blonde hair shone in the early morning light, and Maude was, as always, taken aback by the natural beauty of her brother’s only child. A duplicate of the blue eyes that stared back at Maude in the mirror graced the girl’s pale complexion, giving her an innocent expression. Some seeing Lilly for the first time thought her to be the stereotypical dumb blonde. In the beginning, Maude had counted on it with Thomas Bradley.  


     “I have some misgivings, Lilly. I’ve changed my mind and want to talk you out of this. We can find an officer to do the job. You know I’m concerned for your safety.” 


     “I know, but I want to do it. Joe’s life may depend upon my ability to deceive this scumbag long enough to get something on him. So no, you can’t talk me out of it.” 


     An hour later, the phone rang at Thomas Bradley’s house. The number had been easy to get through police department records. 


     “Hello, is this Thomas Bradley?” Lilly did her best valley girl impression. 


     “Who wants to know?” Bradley was expecting law enforcement officers or the press to call him, and was prepared to give out his attorney’s number.  


     “This is Lillian De Los Santos. I saw your ad.” 


     “Oh, where did you see it?” 


     “In the Guardian. But also, my girlfriend had some pictures made for her portfolio and she said you were the best. Janie Culbertson, but she used to go by Janie Anderson, or Janie Schmidt, depending on whether she was married or living with her boyfriend. You know how that goes. Or maybe it was Heather that told me about you, but anyway, I found your name in the Guardian and got the phone number. I have some money, though not a whole lot. A thousand dollars. Depending on how far that would go with photo shoots and such.” 


     She heard the intake of breath when she mentioned money. Evidently, Bradley was short of funds. 


     “When can you come over?” he asked in a moment. 


     “Bingo,” Maude said, after listening to the conversation.  


     “He took the bait. We’ll work out the details and get you wired.” 


     **** 


     She drove to work, and went directly to her captain to ask for funds to cover Lilly’s photo shoot. “We’ll get it back, I think. But if we don’t, it’s for a good cause.” Maude went on to describe the scam they hoped to play on Bradley. If we win, we win big, and if not, we lose a thousand dollars. Not a tough decision Captain.” 


     Patterson took a moment before agreeing. He was afraid of the backlash if Bradley screamed police harassment, but he knew he had to do everything possible to find his detective, and Maude was sure Joe was being held by the photographer. And it would look good to bust a murderer at the same time he saved his own employee. 


     “Nothing happened during the night, Maude. The lab left a message that the sock was Joe’s, but there were no prints on the wallet.”  


     “No break there,” she said. “But that’s Joe’s wallet.” 


     “Okay, if you say so. A few men reported in,” Patterson continued, “they said they did some questioning in the bars along Main Street, but no one remembers Joe coming in for a beer. We’ve come up empty on the van. Do you know how many people in Madison drive a dark, new model van? Well, it’s a lot more than I figured, Maude. We can’t interview them all without clearing it with the Chief.  Although it may come to that, before it’s over,” Patterson said. 


     Maude knew the way her captain thought, and although sometimes she despised him for being a glory hog, she knew he was basically a good man. In addition to approving the listening equipment and the officers to operate it, he agreed to pull the thousand dollars from the evidence room, and she wasn’t surprised.  


     “So far we haven’t been served with a judge’s order, so we’re not breaking any court rulings to stay away from Bradley. If this goes south, I expect there will be a pocketful of them,” she added. Musing over the possibilities of difficulty, she almost missed the captain’s last remark. 


     “Then you’d better work fast, before his attorney outthinks us.” 


     “Yes sir,” she said, gathering her thoughts. “Will do.” 


     **** 


     At ten a.m., the taxi driver dropped her in front of the home of Thomas Bradley. She was in a hurry to find Joe, and had left Maude’s house without clearing her movements. As far as her aunt knew, Lilly had gone out for breakfast with a friend, and they would set up the time later in the day. Silently begging Maude’s forgiveness, Lilly made her own arrangements with the photographer, and went to an ATM several times to get the money she needed. She shook a little when she rang the doorbell, and was afraid her nervousness would give her away. 


     “My, you are lovely, Miss De Los Santos,” he said, inviting her in. “I’m Thomas Bradley.” 


     “Glad to meet you,” she said, still shaking. “I’m really nervous. I’m not used to being alone with a man in his own house.” Better he think me a social drop-out, than be suspicious of my motives. 


     “No problem. It’s okay to be nervous, but I hope you’ll get over it soon,” Bradley said as he turned on some soft music. “You should photograph nicely. You have a lovely body. But before we start, can I see the money? Not that I don’t trust you, but women your age sometimes think they can buy services with their looks.” 


     “Oh, yes, I mean no, I wouldn’t do that,” Lilly replied. “Here,” she said, showing him the wad of cash. 


     “Would you like a drink? I know it’s early, but it might help you relax,” he said, headed to the liquor cabinet. “Just a little one?” 


     “Uh, sure, whatever you’re having,” she replied. “Do you want me to change clothes?” 


     “Not yet. Relax first--you’ll photograph better if you aren’t so tense.” 


     She sat down with the drink, determined to sip it to keep it from going to her head. The combination of the music and the alcohol relaxed her somewhat, and she smiled at him when he asked her questions. Later, she couldn’t remember what the questions were, but at the time they seemed quite reasonable, and her answers brilliant. 


     Some time passed, and Lilly woke in stuffy darkness. A few streams of light beamed like lasers through what appeared to be nail holes in her prison walls. Her hands were tied behind her back, and her feet and legs were bound. She lay in dampness that smelled of oil or gasoline. 


     “Where am I?” she screamed. “What did you do to me, you pervert?” Her head ached and she felt like vomiting, a sure sign she had ingested a drug. 


     Silence greeted her cries, scaring her even more. Trying to roll across the floor of her prison, Lilly groaned as her naked skin came in contact with a rough surface, either gravel or kitty litter, she hoped. She stopped moving, and felt along her back, wishing her captor hadn’t taken all her clothing. 


     The door opened, and Thomas Bradley stood surrounded by halo-like beams of sunlight. “Hello, Lillian,” he said loudly. “Thank you for the nice wad of cash. Though not as much as I would like, it will be enough for traveling money. It’s too bad we didn’t meet under better circumstances. We might have been friends.” 


     “You drugged me,” She said angrily.  


     “Afraid so. I don’t have the patience for a lengthy explanation. There are other places I needed to be, and you were in the way. It’s a good thing I checked for a wire--otherwise, I might not have seen your beautiful body. It’s even better you weren’t wearing one, or you’d be dead.” 


     “How did you know?” she asked, feeling more stupid than afraid. 


     “The Guardian. I haven’t had an ad in a year. Couldn’t afford it, my wife kept me broke,” he said, touching her ankle with his shoe. “I guess you came up with this scheme on your own. The police wouldn’t have sent you in, unprotected. Trying to get revenge for your boyfriend? Oh yes, I know who you are. I found pictures of you in his apartment.” 


     “You killed her, didn’t you?” She knew she shouldn’t ask, but if she was going to die, there were some things she wanted to know. 


     “My wife? Serena Ruiz Bradley, the great writer?” His voice grew louder, and higher in octave. “She got what was coming to her. Your boyfriend came along at a bad time. Good for me, bad for him. You see, I was on my way here--which as you can see, the garage isn’t connected, so I had to carry her here from the house-- when your cop boyfriend rode by on his bicycle. I knew he saw me out of the corner of his eye, because he turned back to look, just as I went through the garage door.” 


     “Did he come back and confront you?” she asked. 


     “No, but I didn’t give him long to consider it. You see, because of what I do, I know that the eyes are the body’s cameras. They snap pictures and store them in the brain. Your boyfriend saw something, but he didn’t consciously know that it was a body I was concealing. Given time, the picture would have made its way from his mind’s eye into his cognitive perception. In a nutshell, your boy would have shown up on my doorstep with a warrant to search my house and garage. We couldn’t allow that.” 


     “Did you…hurt him?” She couldn’t bear to consider Joe might be dead.  


     Bradley giggled. “Some. We thought about more.”   


     “We?” she asked.  


     “Yes, we,” he smirked. “Meet the love of my life, Jo Anna.” A red-haired woman of about thirty stepped into the light, and acknowledged Lilly. 


     “Sorry, he really isn’t a bad guy,” she said. She reached out and touched Bradley on the arm. “I’m afraid she knows too much. And she’s seen me.” 


     Lilly coughed from the fumes coming off the concrete. She was miserable, ashamed of her nakedness, but angry at the two who stood in judgment over her. 


     “So you’re going to kill me, like you did your wife?” 


     “Somewhat, but not with half the pleasure,” Bradley said, snuggling with Jo Anna. “Enjoy your last few minutes.” He turned to walk away, but Lilly yelled, “Wait. At least tell me what you did with Joe?” 


     Bradley laughed, and refused to answer, making her more afraid for Joe than she was for her own safety. “Please God, don’t let him be dead,” she whispered as the photographer followed his girlfriend, and co-conspirator out of the room.  


     They had stripped her clothing to search for a sending device on her person, but even the smartest criminal makes mistakes. In her left ear, Lilly wore the newest gadgetry for recording and sending information. She had brought it from the university where she worked in surgery. The doctors used it to connect with the rest of the hospital in a hand’s free environment. The size of a small, in-ear hearing aid, Lilly’s long hair had covered it successfully after being told that most people who wear the traditional wire are caught by the people they are trying to record. If only she could get to it, and turn it on. 


     Aunt Maude must be wondering what happened to me. I wish I had driven, instead of taking a cab. Someone might have recognized the car. Lilly’s thoughts ran wild as she worried over her situation, and her head hurt like blazes, from whatever concoction he had given her. Probably scopolamine, or an agent similar to it. I’m glad the perv didn’t over-administer it, and kill me in the process.  


     Getting untied was her major objective, and Lilly hoped the photographer figured her for being a light-weight, and not Maude Roger’s niece. If he tied the rope loosely, she might be able to get out of it; otherwise, she would be forced to find another way to stay alive. 


     The rope was loose. Yay! She could feel the slack in the loops that circled her wrists. Now if only she could use her nimble surgeon’s fingers to manipulate the knots near the tips of her fingers. What I need is time to untie the ropes and call for help before the lovers return, she thought.  


    

      


    


  




  

     Chapter 9. 


     Maude left the captain’s office, and hurried to make arrangements to get the cash out of the evidence room. While she was there, she asked to see the latest collection of evidence found at the landfill in the Serena Bradley murder. Also she remembered to get on the phone with Mace Sherman, and explain why city cops found the body on city-county property, and didn’t include the deputies in the dispersal of information. The potential for a jurisdiction war between the two agencies needed to be quickly set aside. How she wished for the good old days when no one was particularly interested in what another agency did. 


     By the time she finished soothing the sheriff’s feelings, and directing him to the police chief for further questions, an hour had passed, and Joe was still missing. She wondered where Lilly was, but assumed the young woman had gone out to pick up a few things. No one answered the phone at the house, and Lilly’s cell went directly to voice mail.  


     “She must be out of range,” Maude said to the empty homicide desks. The rest of the detectives were gone, and she was alone, except for the clerks in the back offices. 


     The notification on her phone told Maude she had a text message coming in, but there was too much to do to stop and stare at the screen. Besides, Joe never texts, she thought. Putting the phone in her pocket, she headed to the car, hoping to run into Calhoun on the way out the front entry of the Cop Shop. Her knees hurt like heck, so she popped a couple of ibuprofen, and dry swallowed them, as her hands found the seat belt, and connected the two ends. 


     Suddenly, Calhoun Monroe ran from the elevator of the parking garage, intent on jumping into the car with Maude before she drove away. 


     “Wait, Maude. I’m going with you,” he said huffing.  


     She stopped the car quickly, glad to see Calhoun’s buck-toothed grin. 


     “You took your time,”’ was all she said. 


     “Yes ma’am, I told my trainer I was supposed to be with you today, and he didn’t know the difference, so he told me I could go. Sorry to take so long getting here. They were just going to teach me some things about filing reports today. Ugh.” 


     Maude laughed, happy the young man had chosen to ride with her, but quickly her laugh turned to concern. “Oh, I forgot. I have a message,” she said before exiting the garage. “Would you check this for me,” she asked, fishing the phone out of her pocket. 


     “Sure. Wait,” he said quickly. “It’s an automated message from Lilly. Who is Lilly?” he asked, interested. 


     Maude hit the brakes and grabbed the phone. “My niece. Let me see it. It’s an S.O.S, a one-way message. She’s in trouble, and the only dangerous place I can think of is Thomas Bradley’s house. Oh God, don’t tell me she went there on her own. We were going to protect her.” 


     “You think she jumped the gun on your plan?” 


     “It would be just like her,” Maude said, slamming her foot on the accelerator as she turned onto Main Street. “Thomas Bradley is a dangerous man. He’s already killed his wife, and kidnapped Joe. He won’t hesitate to knock off a young woman who gets in his way. Call for back-up Calhoun, but tell them no sirens. If Lilly managed to send us a message, she did it without Bradley’s knowledge. Let’s keep it that way as long as we can.” 


     **** 


     Lilly untied her hands, and manipulated the earpiece, sending a message to Maude’s phone. She prayed her aunt was monitoring her text messages. The pain in her head had lessened, giving Lilly more clarity, but her shoulder joints hurt badly from being pulled behind her in an unnatural position. She reached for the ropes around her legs, and hoped they were as loosely tied as her hands had been. A groaning noise startled her as movement on her right side told Lilly she was not alone in the garage. She turned to look over her shoulder, and saw a long bundle lying against the wall. Other than the pinpricks of light, it was dark her where she and her fellow prisoner were confined. 


     “Joe, is that you?” She whispered, all the while wrestling with the rope on her legs. A fresh smell of gasoline was seeping into the garage. She heard the sound of an object falling onto the concrete, and surmised what was happening. A chill struck her lower extremities. In her mind, Lilly knew what was about to happen. Bradley is getting set to burn the garage! 


     “Joe, honey, groan for me. It’s Lilly. I’m going to get to you. But let me know you’re still alive. It’s really important that we get out of here.” 


     A loud noise frightened her, as the light coming through the holes in the garage disappeared and the air was filled with smoke. Suddenly, the overhead doors blew off, letting in fuel-rich oxygen. The flames rose, greedily digesting the gasoline-soaked materials on the floor. Lilly screamed in frustration as she removed the last of the rope from around her legs and thighs. Quickly she crawled to the silent bundle against the dark wall and tried to move Joe before the flames overtook them both. 


     “Get up Joe,” she yelled. His hands were tied together as hers had been, and he was unconscious. “Wake up,” she screamed again, wondering what drugs Bradley had given him. The flames encircled them, singing her hair, but she was not about to leave him behind. 


     Maude and Calhoun arrived at the Bradley house just as a giant explosion of gas set the garage aflame.  


     “Calhoun,” Maude commanded, “Help me. My niece may be inside. If she is, I won’t let her die. Bring the fire extinguisher.” 


     “Will do,” he yelled, stripping the metal container from its holder beneath the dash. “I’m coming.” 


     “Lilly Ann,” Maude screamed, stepping over a puddle of blood and a pair of legs lying on the concrete. She reverted back to the name she had called her darling niece for years. “Lilly Ann, where are you?” 


     “Here,” the young woman yelled back, coughing. “Hurry. Joe’s tied up, and I can’t move him.” 


     “Move over Maude,” Calhoun said, squirting the extinguisher’s foam as other officers arrived with their own fire-fighting equipment. “We’ll get them,” he promised. 


     A half-dozen or so fire extinguishers were emptied upon the wooden structure, and both survivors were quickly removed from the dying flames. Joe was breathing shallowly, but an emergency vehicle’s doors opened, and a paramedic began ministering to the distressed detective. Still wrapped in the tarp and coughing from the smoke, Lilly crawled inside the vehicle and refused to leave. 


     “Will he be alright?” Maude asked the technician. 


     “We’ll do our best, detective,” the driver said. “Now let us get him to the hospital.” 


     “Joe, I’ll meet you at the emergency room,” she said to his inert form. “By the way, you look like heck.” 


     A sound emanated from the stretcher, and Maude could have sworn he was laughing. 


     **** 


     Thomas Bradley had known he was in deep trouble the moment he laid eyes upon the girl, but the drug was surprisingly easy to administer in the sweet drink he gave her. Jo Ann had begun to get on his nerves, telling him this way and that, how to take care of his business, but he’d surprised her with his quick thinking, and she had shown her appreciation for his ability to do what was needed. 


     It was clear the girl and her boyfriend had to go, and the sooner the better. No one could prove he knew anything about them. He was already busy setting up his alibi with his best bud across town. Poor Jo Ann’s fingerprints were on the glass the girl drank from. In fact, from the cops’ way of looking at evidence, she had arranged it all. He laughed to himself, thinking what a scoundrel he had turned out to be. 


     After taking a last look at the closed garage, Bradley was saddened for a minute that he’d buried Serena at the land fill. That was a low-class cemetery, but she got what she deserved for not supporting him. Jo Ann, on the other hand, his champion, had been there for him, even during the time he’d broken into the detective’s apartment. She had watched for approaching cars as he hid behind the door, waiting with the sap, prepared to drop the detective quickly. The last thing they had needed was a fight between the experienced police officer, and an out-of-shape photographer. 


     Together, he and Jo Ann cleaned the carpet where the guy’s head had bled, and they mopped spilled coke that lay puddled on the hardwood floor like pools of dark blood. The detective had been on his way home from a fast food place when Bradley quietly sneaked up behind him. If I had known that kidnapping was so easy, he thought, I might have made some real money instead of the piddling amounts I was paid taking photos of ugly Americans. It’s too bad Jo Ann won’t be around to share my new career. 


     Bradley took the butane torch outside, prepared to light it when everything was ready. “What a way to go,” he giggled to Jo Ann. 


     “You okay?” she asked him.   


     “You doubt me after all I’ve done so we can be together?” 


     “No,” she was quick to say, recognizing a new attitude in him. “Just concerned.” 


     “I am perfectly fine,” he said, pouring the gasoline mix up and down the garage door, and along the walls for good measure. 


     “Okay, let’s go,” she said, stepping back when the trail of gas had been lit. “There’s too much, it’s going to blow.” 


     “Wait,” Bradley said. His finger on the camera was poised and ready. “Wait.”  


     The click came at the same time the gas ignited, just as the trajectory of the garage door targeted the reflected light in Bradley’s eye. His head was sliced cleanly from his neck, and the only photograph taken was of a dark blur headed into the camera’s eye.  


     Jo Ann’s face was seared by the hot blast of air, but the errant, flying sheet of metal missed her by a few inches. Her lover’s hot blood quickly soaked into the dark fabric of her blouse, concealing the bright red of his death. She panicked, and disappeared screaming into the crowd that had gathered in Bradley’s front yard. 


    

      


    


  




  

     Chapter 10. 


     The doors of Madison’s largest hospital opened and closed much more than usual that night, as officers in different dress visited the unconscious man in the critical care unit. State, county, and city police officers flanked the hallways in the second hour, concerned over their brother. But work demanded they finally return to their own stations. 


     Because Calhoun had a family, and had never met Joe Allen, he went home after paying his respects, promising to be at work the next day. The captain had assigned him to records for three months to fill in for an officer who had just given birth to twins, but the detectives were given permission to request his help if needed. 


     Maude sat without moving, holding Lilly’s hand as they waited in the hospital. Her niece had miraculously survived with nothing more than a pounding headache and swollen wrists and ankles. Before the flash occurred, she had covered herself with the end of the tarp that was wrapped around Joe. “I guess I thought I could hide from that maniac,” Lilly whispered. 


     “What did he have in the garage?” Lilly asked later. “Some sort of chain reaction occurred with the fire. The explosion was too much for just gasoline.” 


     “I’m sure we’ll find out once the arson team’s investigation is done,” Maude replied. “This is getting to be a habit--you getting tied up.” 


     “I know,” Lilly said. “I don’t like it--being tied.” 


     “Hmm. Want to go check on him?” Maude asked. 


     “Yeah, if you don’t mind,” she answered. “Thanks for letting me use your spare clothing.” 


     “No problem, hon. I always carry them in case I get blood or puke on me.” 


     “Good to know,” Lilly said with a smile. “Sure you don’t mind if I leave you alone?” 


     “Go. He’s probably awake. They say he’ll be okay. His head wound isn’t as deep as it looked at first glance. Bradley kept him drugged, or Joe would have no doubt escaped. The early morning phone call must have been his last effort to get away, and the photographer caught him before he could tell me anything.” 


     “Just think, he was there, all the time,” Lilly said. 


     “I blame myself. Bradley outsmarted me. If I’d requested a search warrant before we took him in, we would have found Joe, and Bradley would still be alive.” 


     “I know, Aunt Maude. But what about Jo Ann?” 


     “She’ll be tried as a co-conspirator.” 


     “You think she’s as guilty as he was?” Lilly asked, removing her hand from Maude’s. 


     “Of murder? I can’t say. Of kidnapping a police officer? I hope she’s caught, and found guilty. But who knows with juries. Truth is, you never know what’s around any corner. One thing for sure, Jo Ann will turn up soon. She ran without any money or credit cards. She should have taken her purse if she wanted to get away.” 


     A few more moments passed in the waiting room, and Maude wished she had a cigarette. She yawned, settling in for the wait. She hoped Stray had enough food to last him. She glanced at her niece and saw a puzzled expression on her face. 


     “Something wrong?” Maude asked 


     “I don’t know.” Lilly replied, looking behind her, toward the glass door. “I thought I saw something passing by.” 


     “I didn’t see anything,” Maude replied, closing the buttons on her blazer. “What did it look like?” 


     “Someone, oh, I don’t know. Nothing I suppose. Doesn’t matter. I’m going in to see Joe,” Lilly said, rising from her chair. Still it bothered her, as though she had witnessed something important. It would be later--much later--when she identified what she had seen as long red hair passing across her peripheral vision—and by then, it would be too late to matter.  


     “Lilly, tell Joe hello from his partner,” Maude said from the hospital recliner. “Tell him I’ll see him soon--we have murderers to catch.” 


     The End. 
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