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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 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. 
If you enjoyed the book, and would like to see others beyond this third Maude Rogers Crime Novel, please go to the Amazon website and give a short review, or email me at 
Booksiwrite5@gmail.com. Check out my website at Booksiwrite.com 
Your words help authors like me become better writers. Thank you.
Linda
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